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Sheriffs had been dying like
flies in Handout … Until McAllister arrived in town.

The townsfolk didn’t like the
way he carried out his brand of law but they were grateful of his
help when the plague struck. Even more so when he went after the robbers who
stole the Army payroll from the Express office. That’s when Rem
McAllister was at his best … two fisted action and the whine of the
seeking bullet.
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Chapter One

 


IT WAS A raw town in a raw country. Nobody was
quite sure how it started or why it came to be there. It was there
because it was there. It was called Handout, an unlikely name for
an unlikely town. But it fitted. There was a little water in the
creek for part of the year. For the rest of the time it was a dry
ditch.

The Apache could look down
onto Main
from the crags above or creep in soft as cats from the arid plains
to the west. Yet men lived there, and a few women too. Some lived
well; some starved. It was must like the rest of the
world.

Being tucked away in the
corner of a
sucked-out dried-up territory where only an Indian and cactus was
meant to survive, it was like a magnet for those elements of
humanity that civilization did not want. So the gun bought a fast
gun for its law. But that gun wasn’t fast enough for a shotgun
pointed at its back in a dark alleyway. So the committee hired two
more guns, one after the other. One died of a knife-wound at a card
table, while cheating, the other walked into a hail of rifle-fire
one moonlit night.

After that, the territorial
governor heard about it and sent in an officially appointed sheriff. It was
called a temporary measure because otherwise it would have been an
insult to a self-respecting community. Though what they had to be
self-respecting about nobody was able to say. Even so, the new
appointment was not popular.

It took the form of a tall dark
man whom some said was half Indian. But not to his face, because these
respectable folk reckoned a man would be rightly ashamed of being
of mixed blood. They could not have been more wrong in this case.
The man was one Remington McAllister, foster-son of the renowned
Southern Cheyenne Chief Many Horses.

He rode in on a cinnamon-colored
canelo horse of Spanish conformation and everybody who knew horses
and some that didn’t said that was a lot of horse.

It wasn’t too long before they found that
this lawman was a lot of man. But he wasn’t a braggart and he
didn’t grandstand. Which puzzled them. Because when a man was
tough, they expected him to claim loud and clear that he was a
man-hungry grizzly and a snapping turtle. He owed them nothing and
he showed it. He was withdrawn and solitary. At first. He bunked in
his adobe office and he had his meals brought over to him by the
restaurant owner, a smiling Greek. He swept and he cleaned for
himself, which they thought was pretty undignified. But they got
the message. He was self-sufficient. He didn’t need any one of
them.

The money-men tried their usual
instinctive tactics, of course, to curry his favor, to buy his
special protection, to sweeten him enough for him
to look the
other way when they did things they shouldn’t do. But he just
smiled and walked away.

For a couple of weeks, he
quietly patrolled the town, rode the so-called county and did
little to make his presence felt. So naturally the young bloods,
when they’d drunk a little more than was good for them at
the Ace of
Spades, had
to try him out. He presented them with a challenge. One called
another yellow because he wouldn’t brace this brand-new
law.

Five of them caught him on Main
under the eyes of a curious crowd. Under the eyes of that same crowd,
McAllister whittled them down to size. Not a gun drawn, no blood
drawn except from a boot and a spur. The tall slow-moving man
became a rapidly moving blur of flesh. The result was a broken jaw,
a dislocated wrist, one black eye and a stomped belly. He put them
in the calaboose for the night, shook hands with them in the
morning and said he hoped he wouldn’t be having any more trouble
from them in future. After that, the five of them kind of liked
him.

But the town didn’t. Though he had been
outnumbered five to one, the town declared that he was a vicious
man.

McAllister
didn’t seem
to mind. He went on with his quiet patrols and wondered a little
that the Territorial Marshal had put his name forward for the
appointment.

Joe Wicham, the mayor, made
several overtures toward the new sheriff, even invited him to dinner, even
though there was an attractive young daughter of the house who
might lose her head a little over the upstanding sheriff and him
suspected of having Indian blood. Joe knew which side his bread was
buttered. McAllister turned the invitation blandly aside. His
manners so far were impeccable, but he had a way of freezing a man
out that was effective.

His first social engagement was
down in the Mexican quarter. And that gave rise to some uneasy talk among the
respectable Anglos. You might cast a lusting eye over a Mexican
girl’s body, you might conceivably find it necessary to do business
with a Mexican or hire one, but, hell, you didn’t mix with them
socially. Then it was discovered that McAllister spoke fluent
Spanish. That was highly suspect.

His visit with the Mexicans was
in fact the means by which he gained his first lead on why he had
been appointed sheriff to this out of the way and remote county
in a barren
and undesirable land.

For many years he had known
members of a
widespread clan bearing the perfectly ordinary name of Chavez.
There were cousins, brothers, uncles, aunts, sisters— scores of
them. And these Chavez were special. Special, maybe; but that
didn’t mean they were particularly honest—except after their own
manner. And in their own manner, their honor was beyond question.
The Chavez that McAllister visited with here was one Emilio. He
owned a cantina. And he allowed the world to think that was all he owned.
Which went to show how unobservant the Anglo world could be with
regard to a Mexican.

McAllister had not seen Emilio
for some five years. The man knew that McAllister was in town,
there could be no forgetting their old association. Yet
he made no move. If
McAllister wished to acknowledge him, he would come to him. That
was typical of the sense and the pride of the man.

McAllister found him at supper,
with good food and wine in front of him. Which was some difference
from the days when they had ridden the dusty trails together and so often
starved. At first glance, he knew that outwardly at least, there
had been a great change in the man. Emilio had put on fat. Not that
he was soft. The belly was larger but it was hard. The jowl was
heavier, but there was still the old determination there. The eyes
showed that the man’s soul had not grown fat. They were dark and
bright, as eager as a young boy’s.

He was in his private room when
McAllister walked in on him, not allowing the pretty girl out
front to
announce him. To her terror. When the tall dark man burst in on
him, the thickset Mexican rose from his table in anger, but, on
seeing who it was, he leapt to his feet with a cry and embraced
him.

There was a great deal of
handshaking and shoulder slapping, roars of laughter.

‘By God Emilio,’ McAllister told
him, ‘you must have prospered—look at that gut of
yours.’

‘And you, you old mountain-goat,’
cried Emilio, ‘I see that you have tasted well of life. The
interesting lines of dissipation are around your eyes.’ He gestured
to the table. ‘But come, sit down. Eat. Pepita, here. Where in
God’s name is that idle girl?’ A flustered Pepita appeared in the
doorway. McAllister wondered if she were Emilio’s daughter or his
night-comforter. He knew his Emilio. ‘A plate for the sheriff,
child. Hurry. He has not eaten decent Mexican food since he has
been here, you can see that. He has lived too long with the
heretics. Come, sit, my friend. I pour you wine. Drink.’

McAllister sat and he ate and he
drank until his belt complained more than his stomach. Pepita flitted
back and forth between the table and the kitchen replenishing
plates. McAllister belched and told Emilio that was the best meal
he’d eaten in years.

Emilio laughed.

‘Better than the offal that
accursed Greek has been serving you, heh?’ There wasn’t much Emilio
didn’t know. If he was the same man McAllister had known in the
past, he possessed a complete intelligence of the town. There would
be other members of the Chavez clan here. Their ears would be busy.
Their tongues would tell only each other and Emilio what they had
heard.

They leaned back in their chairs. Emilio
fired a cigar, McAllister loaded and puffed at his foul pipe.

‘So …’ said Emilio. His eyes
suddenly seriously, maybe a little sad. The man’s mood could change
faster than a woman’s. ‘It has been a long time.’

‘Five years.’

‘Your Spanish is still good, Rem.
If I closed my eyes, it could be a compatriot speaking. You have
not allowed it to go rusty.’

‘No.’

They were watching each other,
still assessing. Cautious. A lot could happen to change a man and
his loyalties in that time.

‘Emilio,’ McAllister said, ‘we
are old friends. That does not alter certain facts.’

Emilio didn’t have to have it spelled out
to him.

‘But,’ he said, ‘it may alter a
man’s attitude to them.’

‘That’s as may be. You know I’m
sheriff here.’

Emilio smiled modestly.

‘I should not say this,’ he
declared, ‘but I knew you would come here before you did.’
McAllister didn’t say anything. He waited. If Emilio wanted to
explain he would. If he didn’t want to, he wouldn’t. He wanted to.
‘It may surprise you, but the Territorial Marshal and I have an old
… not friendship … let us say, mutual respect for each other. The
kind that comes to men who have both planted lead in each other on
occasion. In a certain way we enjoy a mutual trust. It is limited,
but it is a trust nevertheless. I wrote to him. Which is not
strictly true, for you know that I do not have the art of reading
or writing. My nephew wrote at my dictation. The accursed boy
should have been a priest with the skills he has and has not.’ A
bawdy laugh here. ‘Things were not good for my people here. They
are still not good. I know the marshal is a just man. I asked for
you to come here.’

‘Do you have something against
me?’

‘Against you? How can you say
that? Have I not helped you to be appointed to a well-paid and
important position?’

‘You must want me dead. Have you
forgotten what happened to the other lawmen here?’

Emilio snapped his fingers with
an exclamation of complete disgust.

‘Cheap pistoleros,’ he declared. ‘Trash.’

‘Just the same, they were killed
in ways that could kill me.’

Emilio leaned across the table.

‘My friend,’ he said, ‘I am
fighting for my life. Does a man not want a friend such as you have
been to me at such a time. A man I would trust to the hilt.
An Anglo I could trust … where else would I find one?’

‘You had best tell
me.’

Emilio rose and shut the door.

When he sat down at the table again, he spoke
in a low voice—’You know me. You know the kind of life I have led.
A sheriff after me here, the Rurales after me below the Border. How many times has a
firing squad been prepared for me? How many times a rope built for
my neck? Do you think that you and I are the only ones who know
that? The men who killed the lawmen know it. The whole town knows
it. A reputation like mine is never forgotten. Sure, they’re afraid
of me. I have changed my ways. I carry on legitimate business, I go
to mass, I am polite to the Anglos, though it sticks in my gullet.
But a man must live and I do my best. I am older. Maybe I am a
little tired. Running and hiding is no longer to my taste. I have
my home here, one or two pretty girls who are not unappreciative of
a mature man’s arts of love. You understand. Life is good here for
me. Among my own people I am respected.’

‘What’s the trouble, then?’
McAllister demanded.

‘I am not sure. I cannot put a
finger right on it. I can prove nothing. But the old
bandido
instinct is working.
There have been little signs. They trouble me.’

‘Such as?’

Again the expressive shrug.

‘There are men in town with no
visible means of support. It is always thus. They have more money
than is natural, even under their circumstances. But they are
waiting for something. What, I do not know.’

‘You didn’t have me brought in
here just for that, Emilio.’

‘My cousin, Ramon Sepulveda, was
killed. As you know, I am sensitive about my kinsmen. You kill one
and you kill a part of me.’

‘How was he killed?’

Emilio looked embarrassed.
McAllister knew that he was not going to tell the whole truth.

‘He was taken into the hills and
hanged from a tree. Like a dog. And his body was riddled with
bullets. When we found him, he was scarcely recognizable. He was my
sister’s favorite son. It brought great grief to us.’

‘How long ago was
this?’

‘Six weeks.’

‘What had Ramon done that he
should be hung?’

Again the shrug.

‘That I do not know.’

McAllister was as much in the
dark as when he had walked in here. He would be just as ignorant when he
walked out. Emilio was giving him the strongest warning he could.
McAllister didn’t like it. He never liked any situation that
threatened the skin of Remington McAllister.

He rose.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘I suppose I
have to be satisfied. You haven’t told me a thing, Emilio, and you
know it. Wouldn’t it save us both a lot of time and trouble if you
told me the whole story?’ Emilio looked deeply offended.

‘But we are old friends,
Remington. What makes you think that I would not trust
you?’

‘Because distrust is a habit with
you. You never let your right hand know what your left hand’s
at.’

The Mexican shouted with laughter.

‘You have not changed, friend,’
he cried. ‘And it is good to see it in a rapidly changing
world.’

‘You didn’t bring me here to
chase ghosts, Emilio.’

‘We do not have ghosts, I assure
you,’ Emilio told him. ‘All we have is a witch.’

‘A witch?’

‘She lives up on the Hill of San
Luis.’

McAllister knew that was why he
was here. This was the point up to which Emilio had been leading all the
time he had been here.

‘Is that a fact?’ said McAllister
casually.

The Mexican nodded solemnly.

‘It is a fact,’ he said. ‘Your
heretic mind will not believe it, I know.’

‘May a man visit this
witch?’

‘If you can find her home. She
flies through the night. One minute she is there at her cave, the
next she is in Sonora or Pueblo. You do not believe me. That I can
tell. But you will see.’

McAllister smiled.

‘Good to see you again, Emilio,’
he said. ‘Thanks for the fine meal and wine.’

‘For nothing,’ said Emilio.
‘Always my house is yours.’

McAllister walked out. In the
entrance to
the cantina he met Pepita who looked as if she had been hovering there
for that purpose. He slapped her bottom gently and she giggled. She
was ripe like a beautiful grape. Emilio was a lucky man.

 


In his office, there was a man.

He didn’t discover the man until he had lit
the lamp and heard him cough. He turned and saw him sitting there
on a chair against the far wall.

McAllister’s heart turned over a couple of
times. He could have been killed twice over without even knowing
it. He must be slipping.

He didn’t say a word. His face as wooden as
an Indian’s at a pow-wow, he sat behind his desk and inspected his
visitor.

The fellow was aged about
thirty-five. Dressed in a black suit of good cloth; linen of the
snowiest white. His features were fine and pale as though he had managed the
impossible in this land of almost perpetual sun and stayed out of
it. His mustache was long and pale. His teeth which were rather
prominent were as white as his linen. The bulge of a gun showed
under the right skirt of his coat.

‘That was kind of risky, wasn’t
it?’ McAllister said. ‘A man could get himself shot doin’ a thing
like that.’

‘Riskier for you than for me,’
the man said.

McAllister placed him as a
Georgian. Cultured. Scion of a good family come to the West because
he was an
embarrassment at home.

‘No, sir,’ said McAllister. ‘My
judgment was right. I’m sittin’ here alive. An’ there’s a mighty
neat little up-’n’-overlooking right at your belly.’

The strange smiled lopsidedly and
wearily.

‘Every man to his trade,’ he
said. ‘Name’s Mallison. Roy Mallison.’

McAllister
nodded—’I
heard of you. Read a notice the once over to Denver. You were named
as a bunko-artist and sharper.’

‘All lies, of course,’ said
Mallison, unperturbed.

‘Of course.’ McAllister waited.
This man hadn’t been sitting in the dark waiting for a few minutes
polite conversation with him.

‘I suppose you wonder what I want
here?’ Mallison asked.

‘All agog,’ said McAllister
without interest.

‘I’ve been told I have to kill
you,’ Mallison told him.


Chapter Two

 


THE TWO MEN sat looking at each
other.

McAllister said:
‘Did somethin’ come
up to stop you?’

Mallison shrugged. Everybody
seemed to be shrugging at McAllister tonight. ‘Let’s say it isn’t quite my
style.’

McAllister smiled unpleasantly.

‘Let’s say that,’ he agreed. ‘But
don’t let’s swallow it. Somebody’s pressuring you to kill me. The
pressure’s pretty hard. You’re sweatin’, man, an’ it’s a cool
evenin’. You’re not scared of me.’

The man nodded.
‘That’s a fact. But
that doesn’t mean I don’t think that with a small piece of luck on
your side you couldn’t outgun me. I heard you’re good.’

‘I have my moments. All right. We
agree—you have to kill me, but for some reason best known to
yourself, you don’t want to. If you don’t kill me, you’re up the
creek without a paddle.’

‘That’s about the size of
it.’

‘So you came here … to suggest
what?’

‘The improbable. But it’s worth a
try.’

‘Let’s hear it.’

‘You resign and you clear out of
here.’

‘That makes a heap of sense.
Yessir, if I had sense an’ if I took notice of the smell around
here, I’d surely ’light out between two days an’ never come back.
But I don’t have too much sense an’ I’m stayin’ put.’

‘Then it looks, McAllister, that
I might find myself compelled to kill you. You have my word that it
will be in a fair fight.’

‘There ain’t no such animal, my
friend. There’s just degrees of dirtiness.’ McAllister leaned
forward on the desk. ‘Anybody see you come in here?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘But you’re not certain
sure?’

‘Can you ever be?’

‘True.’ McAllister studied the
situation a while, then said: ‘Maybe we can come to an arrangement.
Maybe it could be convenient to be dead. Or folks to think me dead.
Maybe it would save your hide for folks to think me dead. How’s
that sound?’

‘Depends on
circumstances.’

‘Yes. See how the cards fall.
There’s an alternative.’

‘What’s that?’

‘You ride out of here.’

Mallison rose.

‘Can’t be done,’ he said firmly.
‘I have a stake here.’

‘Can a man ask what it
is.’

‘I have the gambling concession
at the Ace
of Spades.’

‘Any other interests?’

‘Possibly.’ Mallison moved to the
door. He turned and said: ‘I can’t tell what’ll happen. But it’ll
be a fair fight if it comes to it.’

‘You said that before,’
McAllister reminded him.

‘So I did,’ said Mallison,
opening the door and stepping out onto the sidewalk.

McAllister rose to close the
shutters and found that the gambler had done so already. He dropped
the bar on the street door, went to the rear and checked the door
that led from
the cell block into the backlots. Then he found a bottle of whiskey
in a desk drawer and took a modest swig. It settled his stomach
nicely. He drove home the cork and put the bottle away. He didn’t
like this town. He didn’t like anything about it. The thing he
liked least was the strong possibility of his being killed. Maybe
that was a weakness, but it was human. And McAllister was human
above all else.

He loaded his pipe with rank
black tobacco, fired it and smoked with deep satisfaction. His
old man had
handed him a pipe when he was fourteen and told him he’d best learn
to use it if he wanted to be a man. As young Remington wanted that
more than anything, he smoked the pipe. He brought up his breakfast
and last night’s supper. He tried again and suffered torments, but
he stayed with it. Old Chad had equated manhood with smoking a pipe
and in those days what Chad said went. It nearly lost him a son,
but McAllister somehow survived. Now he even enjoyed the pipe,
though the stench of it didn’t make him overly popular with his
fellow men.

As he smoked he thought, and the
thought didn’t get him far. He didn’t really know what he was
supposed to be thinking about. All he had to go on was what Emilio
had said and what Mallison had said. And neither added up to much.
In fact their words hadn’t been worth a heap of beans.

Maybe the witch
could tell him
something.

He said that to himself as a
laugh, but when he thought about it, he reckoned she
couldn’t tell
him less than Emilio and Mallison had told him.

He collected his rifle and left the office
after carefully dousing the light. The liveryman was in a drunken
sleep in his own sweet-smelling hay, so McAllister saddled and
bridled the canelo himself and led it out onto the street. It was
late and the town was quiet. There was a piano being played very
badly over in the Ace of Spades. Two men were standing talking on the sidewalk outside the
bank. One looked like the banker, but McAllister couldn’t be
certain at that distance in that light.

He looked to the
left beyond
the saloon to the Haleman Express Office and saw that a light
burned in the heavily barred windows. McAllister led his horse down
the street, or rather he strolled and the canelo walked at his shoulder
without a line being held. The animal was as tame and obedient as a
well-trained dog. Just the same, it had some fire in its belly. Or
McAllister wouldn’t have his saddle on it.

As he started to pass the
Express office, he stopped. Why should there be a light in there
this time of night? He turned and headed for the place. The canelo
followed.

Stopping at the sidewalk, he
eyed the office. Two windows, one on either side of the door. Behind
the bars, they were covered with oiled paper.

Telling the California horse to
stand, McAllister stepped up to the door and tapped on it with the butt of
his quirt.

There was a fairly long silence before a
man’s voice demanded to know who the hell he was and what the hell
he wanted. Not the warmest welcome McAllister had ever received,
but he didn’t let it hurt his feelings.

‘Sheriff,’ he said.

‘How in hell do I know you’re the
sheriff?’ the man inside said. ‘Anybody could come here after dark
with a gun in his hand an’ tell me he was the sheriff. You come
back in the morning and tell me the same thing, mister.’

McAllister thought about that.

‘I’m the sheriff,’ he said, ‘an’
I’m here now. I want to talk with you.’

‘I find it mighty suspicious a
character comes here after dark,’ the voice said near at hand on
the other side of the door, ‘and wants entry to an Express
office.’

‘An’ I,’ said McAllister, ‘find
it mighty suspicious that a man I don’t know from Adam won’t let me
into an Express office after dark.’

More silence. That had made the Express man
think a little.

The man finally said:
‘I have a sawn off
greener right here in my hands. You try anythin’, bub, an’ you sure
are goin’ to be jam spread finely over the street.’

‘All right,’ McAllister said. ‘Go
ahead, point the damn thing at me, but open that door.’

Chains rattled, a key turned in
the lock and the door was opened far enough to show McAllister one gleaming
eye and the twin muzzles of a shotgun.

‘Wa-al,’ the man said
begrudgingly, ‘I reckon you’re the sheriff all right.’ He opened
the door two more inches and added: ‘Come ahead.’

McAllister walked
into the
office, heard the door slam behind him and the key turn.

He wheeled slowly and
looked at the
Express man.

He was fortyish, small, with the
little eager eyes of a terrier. His mustache was ginger-gray and
his hair stood on end aggressively. There was a curious air of uncertainty and
ferocity about the little man.

‘How do they call you?’
McAllister said.

‘Dawlish,’ said the little man.
‘An’ get this into your head. You bein’ sheriff, governor-appointed
or not, don’t make me trust you any more’n I’d trust any other
citizen of this here burg. I known more crooked lawmen than I’ve et
hot dinners.’

‘Then we shared the same
experience,’ said McAllister.

He looked around the room, at
the heavy safe in the corner, the made up bed along one wall, the neat
desk. There was a stove to the rear of the office and on it was a
steaming coffeepot. The close air of the place was full of the
pleasant scent of the coffee.

He sat down on a chair in front
of the desk and said: ‘I could use some of that coffee.’

‘I don’t put down this greener,’
Dawlish said. ‘Pour us both a cup.’

He leaned against the door. Now
McAllister
was in, he wasn’t going to get out till Dawlish said. Deep down
inside him, McAllister chuckled. He liked the little
man.

He jerked his head toward
the safe.

‘You have gold or some such in
there?’ he asked.

‘I guess that’s my business,’
Dawlish snapped. ‘Now state your business.’

‘Why,’ said McAllister, ‘my
business is bein’ sheriff. That’s what I’m bein’ right
now.’

The Express agent grunted
derisively.

‘I heard about you,’ he said.
‘Don’t think I didn’t hear about you.’

McAllister said:
‘I wouldn’t think
you didn’t hear of me in a thousand years.’

‘You’re laughin’ at me,’ Dawlish
said. ‘I don’t take too kindly to that, mister.’

‘Sure I’m laughin’ at you,’
McAllister told him. ‘What difference does that make? You still
hold the greener an’ you’re doin’ your job.’ He poured two coffees
and placed them on the desk. He moved his chair away from the desk.
The little man crossed the room, sat behind the desk and laid the greener
down on top of it.

‘Your move,’ said Dawlish sipping
his coffee.

‘I’ll gamble on you bein’ an
honest man,’ McAllister opened with.

Dawlish raised one eyebrow and
said: ‘I
don’t gamble on you being anything.’

McAllister went
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