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There wasn’t much law in the Rio Verde Valley—not beyond what a man carried holstered on his gunbelt. And the men who left Mary Koch raped and dead thought they were beyond justice—They hadn’t counted on John T. McLain.

	McLain didn’t want the job, but he was the closest Garrison had to a lawman. And when he took the badge he wasn’t going to let anything or anyone stand between the killers and the hangman’s rope …

	 


[image: Image]

	 


PEACEMAKER 4: LYNCH LAW

	©William S. Brady 1981

	This electronic edition published March 2023

	Names, characters and incidents in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

	You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by means (electronic, digital, optical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

	This is a Piccadilly Publishing Book / Text © Piccadilly Publishing

	Series editor: Mike Stotter

	Visit www.piccadillypublishing.org to read more about our books

	 


For a man with the edge:

	Terry Harknett
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Prologue

	THE PLACE HAD GROWN.

	Once it was just a wide river valley: sheltered by the surrounding hills, lush with grass. Buffalo had grazed there and the Comanche—the Nokoni and the Penatekas—had hunted the great herds. The Spanish had come, then the Americans. They had fought, and the men from the North had claimed the land. The War Between the States had stripped the valley of men and the Comanche had come again into their own. But the war ended and the men returned, blue clad, battle-hardened, to take back the land. A garrison was established and with the coming of the military there came also settlers. A few at first, braver—or more foolhardy—than most, coming to build a new life in a new place. Followed by others so that where once there were only the earthworks and the fortified shacks of the Army there was now a settlement.

	Outside the place, where the trail came in from San Antonio, there was a sign. It was tall enough to hang a man from, and the board was etched with the single word, the name of the town: Garrison. Beyond the sign there was a watchtower, fifteen feet high, overlooking the earthworks and wooden walls that surrounded the place. There was a command post and a barracks large enough to house the forty soldiers stationed there. There was a saloon and a store, a blacksmith’s and a livery stable, a barber shop that was also a funeral parlor, a scattering of cabins. On the perimeter, where the fortifications curved towards the river, there were tents with whores from Mexico.

	It was a town, and it was called Garrison.

	 

	The man had grown, too.

	He had come to Texas looking for a new life, with nothing to his name but a brace of Colt’s Dragoon pistols, a Sharps .50 buffalo gun, and the maroon shirt of a Missouri guerrilla. He had lost everything else: wife, farm, friends. In the valley he had found new friends and a new place to build a life. He had become part of the settlement. He was a scout and a teamster; a bouncer on occasion ; and the people of Garrison had come to look on him as one of them. He was the nearest thing they had to a Peace Officer.

	His name was John T. McLain.


Chapter One

	 

	MARY KOCH WAS wearing a blue dress the day she died.

	It was her favorite dress, the color matching the cornflower shade of her eyes, complementing her sun-golden hair. It had little white flowers picked out round the cuffs of the sleeves and around the hem. It was Mary’s best dress, worn only on special occasions. Like a barn raising or a visit to Garrison. Mary had only two dresses, her family was not rich, and what money they made from the cattle they ran with the French Seven herds got ploughed back into the land. The sod cabin they had built when they came to the Rio. Verde valley was already expanded beyond its original single room, so that now there were three separate rooms and a porch out front overlooking the tiny garden where Mary struggled to grow flowers. They had their brand on nearly two hundred head; the spring round-up would top that number.

	Mary was a pretty girl. Especially so on that hot spring day because her face was alive with anticipation of the coming trip to town. There was a troupe of traveling actors passing through, and they had agreed to put on a performance. Everyone was going. And everyone would be dressed in their best: so Mary had donned her blue dress and brushed her hair until it shone. She had put on her one pair of good shoes. Shiny, high-button shoes from Abraham Kintyre’s store, that the trader said had come all the way from St Louis. She had fastened a necklace of little silver links about her throat, a necklace that had belonged to her grandmother back in Germany. She felt that she could hold her own when she went to town.

	Mary Koch was twelve years old.

	 

	‘You think it’s all right?’

	Alice Docherty fussed with the neckline of her dress, smoothing it over the stiffness of her corset. Behind her, face reflected in the full-length mirror, Janey Page smiled and nodded.

	‘Alice, you look wonderful. You’ll be the prettiest woman there.’

	Alice smiled back. It wasn’t true and she knew it. It couldn’t be true, not with her close on sixty, her hair grey and her face showing too many lines. Not with someone like Janey to afford a comparison. Someone with hair the shade of ripening wheat and a figure that didn’t need a set of stays to firm the breasts or flatten the stomach. But it was nice of the younger woman to say it. ‘It’s not too ...’ She paused, eyeing the neckline. ‘Well ...’

	‘No.’ Janey laughed: a musical sound. ‘It’s not too anything. It’s perfect. They’ll love it. Both of them.’

	Alice blushed. Janey was a newcomer to Garrison while Alice had been the driving force behind the establishment of the settlement. It had been her money that got the saloon rebuilt after the big Comanche raids back at the end of the war. It was she who had persuaded John T. McLain to stay on. She who had cajoled and bullied and loved her husband, Shawn, into building the saloon up to a size that allowed them to go into partnership with Abe Kintyre and open the general store. It had been her dream to see a town in the valley and now that dream was come true. Janey had come in with an Army patrol. Comanches had hit the wagons and left Janey’s husband blank-eyed and hairless. And Alice Docherty was the only person who knew that Janey had felt no grief—couldn’t, because she hadn’t loved Alexander Carey. Which was why she had given her maiden name when they asked her who she was.

	And in turn, Janey shared a secret of Alice’s. It wasn’t anything the older woman had ever admitted openly. Not even to herself: she couldn’t and wouldn’t. After all, she loved Shawn. What she felt for John T. McLain was what any woman would feel for a brown-eyed, handsome man with a slow Missouri drawl. It wasn’t what she felt for Shawn. But if she had been younger … If she was McLain’s own age …

	She hid her embarrassment behind a show of interest in Janey’s dress. It had come from Abe’s store, subtly altered by Janey’s skill with a needle—the skill that helped her make a living—and it did look good. It clung in all the right places without revealing too much: the way dresses had looked on Alice twenty years ago.

	‘If John T.’s interested in anyone,’ she said, ‘it’ll be you. You look lovely.’

	Janey made a small dismissive gesture: ‘John T. McLain doesn’t even notice me. I think he’s afraid of me.’

	Alice laughed. ‘You’ve not seen him looking. Besides, I don’t think that man’s afraid of anything.’

	‘Not of men,’ said Janey; almost wistfully. ‘Not of bandits or Indians. Just me.’

	‘Makes you kinda special,’ said Alice. ‘Time was, I thought he’d never even look. That man’s got a lot of past.’

	Janey nodded. She had heard how McLain had lost his wife in the Civil War. Heard how he rode with Bloody Bill Anderson and Butcher Harvey. Heard he was a friend of Josey Wales. She had seen him use the big Dragoon he wore, going up against Zac Moffat and facing down the whole Circle Z crew. She knew he was a big, calm, confident man. Except around her. Around her something seemed to happen to him: he either got tongue-tied or lost his temper. And she was much the same, except for the tied tongue. Janey Page was seldom at a loss for words.

	‘Who’s escorting you?’ Alice asked her.

	‘Frank,’ Janey replied. ‘He asked first.’

	Frank was Captain Frank Donnelly, the officer in charge of the garrison. He was a good catch, save for his rule-book attitude and, in Alice’s view, his implacable dislike of McLain.

	‘So John T. did ask?’ she murmured.

	‘Abe Kintyre asked,’ Janey laughed. ‘And Swede. And even One-Eye. But not John T. McLain.’

	Alice shook her head. She felt almost ashamed of feeling vaguely pleased. ‘That man,’ she said. ‘Times are, I think he’s got no sense.’

	Janey said nothing in reply and both women settled to fixing their dresses and their hair until they were satisfied with the result. Then they went out of the little cabin where Janey lived and walked down to the saloon.

	Shawn Docherty was behind the bar, his face flushed by the constraint of the stiff collar he was wearing. Alice thought he didn’t look at all bad in the store suit, with a tie around his neck and his cropped silver-grey hair slicked down with pomade. McLain was facing him, leaning on the bar with the coat of his suit hitched back over the butt of the Dragoon on his right hip. The suit was new, creases still showing on the pants, and McLain had obviously succumbed to Abe Kintyre’s blandishments because he was wearing a new pair of boots. He was hatless, his long brown hair falling on to his collar in thick waves. His tanned face creased in a smile as the two women came in, and Alice thought again how handsome he was.

	Beside him, Randall French set down his glass and raised his silver-topped walking cane in salute. French was the owner of the French Seven, a tall, thin man with prematurely grey hair. He had served with Jubal Early during the War, coming south when a Minié ball left him permanently crippled to build up the biggest spread in the territory. Bigger, now that he had bought up the old Circle Z land along with the two thousand head it carried. That many steers, joined with his own three thousand-odd, made him one of the biggest ranchers in all Texas.

	‘Ladies,’ he said affably, ‘you look radiant.’ Shawn Docherty said, ‘Don’t they just? The two best-Lookin’ wimmen in the territory.’

	Janey curtsied. Alice stared at McLain.

	‘You got nothin’ to say, John T.?’

	The big man went on smiling. ‘They said it all, Alice.’ 

	‘I’m not sure Mr. McLain appreciates the way a lady .dresses,’ said Janey. And regretted it even as the words came out.

	‘Ain’t the way she puts it on,’ said Shawn. ‘It’s the way she—’

	‘Shawn!’ Alice’s voice was stern, cutting him short. The grizzled ex-sergeant grinned. ‘We’ll wait over there.’ His wife indicated a table. ‘Frank Donnelly is coming by to collect Janey.’

	She glanced at McLain as she said it, wondering if the frown that crossed his face indicated jealousy.

	‘Sure,’ said Docherty. ‘You want a drink?’

	‘Lemonade.’ Primly; ladylike.

	‘I ain’t sure I enjoy gettin’ civilized,’ murmured Shawn. ‘Time was I didn’t need say sorry every time I farted.’ 

	McLain and French chuckled, watching him fetch a jug of lemonade from under the bar. His constant arguments with his wife were a standing joke in Garrison, not quite hiding the devotion he felt.

	‘Well,’ said French, ‘this should be quite an event.’ 

	‘Yeah.’ McLain nodded. ‘I ain’t seen no travelin’ show since I was a kid.’

	‘More than just a traveling show.’ The rancher touched the pearl stickpin in his foulard. ‘Selections from Shakespeare, no less.’

	McLain started to ask who Shakespeare was, but just then Frank Donnelly walked in. He was in dress blues, a saber belted to his waist and a kepi under his arm. He glanced round, smoothing his neatly-trimmed black moustache. His eyes settled on McLain for a moment, then passed on to Janey Page. He smiled faintly, looking pleased with himself.

	‘The captain seems cheerful,’ French remarked. ‘He looks well pleased with himself.’

	‘Yeah.’ McLain watched Donnelly sit down between Alice and Janey. ‘Don’t he just.’

	‘A pretty girl,’ French followed McLain’s gaze. ‘I’m surprised you …’

	He broke off as the Missouri man grunted, reaching over the bar for the bottle: at times it was best to leave McLain to" his own thoughts.

	Shawn Docherty came back looking at the gold watch chained across his vest.

	‘Nearly time.’

	Outside, wagons had been brought together and planks laid over to form a stage. A canvas was strung on poles, making a backdrop painted with woodland scenes. Lanterns were already lit against the dying of the light, the funnels encased in polished metal so that the radiance was directed on to the stage. Behind, there was the big, wooden wagon that served the actors as transport and changing room. Trestles served as seats, and already there were people taking their places.

	Donnelly stood up, offering his arm to Janey. Alice came over to claim Shawn. Randall French said, ‘Well, John, shall we go?’

	McLain nodded, holding the batwings for the limping man.

	They sat down, McLain next to Janey. He caught a faint drift of perfume on the evening air and glanced at her from the corner of his eye. He was surprised to see her blush and turn her head away. Less surprised to see Donnelly’s furious glare.

	Winston DeVere—at least that was the name painted on the side of the wagon—came on to the stage. His hair was unnaturally black, gleaming in the lamps’ light, emphasizing the paleness of his made-up face. He was wearing a black doublet and black tights; a dagger hung from his waist in a silver sheath. There was a rumble of laughter.

	He raised his hands to command silence.

	When eventually it came, he said: The Winston DeVere Traveling Repertory Company is pleased to announce an evening of Shakespearean delights.’

	His voice was very deep, pitched to carry. It reminded McLain of Bill Anderson shouting orders in the midst of battle.

	‘And to commence,’ said DeVere, ‘the soliloquy from Hamlet.’

	A trooper at the
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