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	VENGEANCE. That was All Rem McAllister had on his mind.

	His wife had been foully raped and murdered by a band of convicts escaped from Yuma Penitentiary, they also killed his hired hand.

	McAllister and his stepson, Pepe, vowed to avenge their deaths and were prepared to hunt down the guilty men across three States into the impenetrable brush-country of Texas. They face a desperate bunch of cunning, ruthless animals in human form. Each man—Dean Rockwell, the Yuma Kid, Frankie Rosco, Hank Doofay and Art Ryker would face McAllister’s justice, with no thought to preserve his own skin.

	This is the most savage and harrowing story to come from the pen of veteran Western writer, Matt Chisholm.
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	MAYBE NOT MANY of you know that McAllister was married. Twice. And both times to beautiful women. Which isn’t surprising, knowing McAllister. He was a first rate judge of women and horses. Which isn’t to denigrate either, because no man had a higher regard for horses.

	He didn’t look just for beauty in either. Not surface beauty, that is. He looked for character. Staying power was a good thing in both. And he was a sucker for both. But don’t get the wrong idea, neither of the women he married suckered him. They were not that kind.

	Certainly Esmeralda Morales wasn’t.

	She was a woman who turned men’s heads, not just to look at her either. She really turned men’s heads. And plenty of them found their hearts turning over when they looked at her.

	As has been said, McAllister knew worth when he saw it and maybe Esmeralda did that too. Certainly she made up her mind that if she married again, it would only be this wild, Indian-faced, man-feared gringo.

	She was nothing but a Mexican in the eyes of Crewsville’s Anglo community. Mexicans and Indians didn’t count in that . country, even if they were beautiful, intelligent and a lady like Esmeralda was. So there was some looking down of noses and some tut-tutting when they were joined together as man and wife and McAllister decided to call it a day so far as his violent life was concerned and hang up his guns.

	She was a widow. Her husband had been marshal of Crewsville before McAllister. A brave man who had been gunned down by a bold Anglo one night from the shadows. An Anglo who no doubt thought all Mexicans yellow-bellied cowards. He left a penniless widow, still young and desirable and a young son, Pepe. McAllister had a family, ready-made. Which, in his opinion, was as good a way as any of getting himself one.

	McAllister, for once in his life, had a little money saved and they bought a small spread about fifteen miles from town, nestling nicely in the hills to the east. The graze wasn’t all a man might desire, but it was passable. So long as he had space he could raise up to a thousand head without too much trouble. The situation called for the cows to be driven to high ground during the hot months where the grass was greener and the water didn’t dry up on you like it did on the plain. In winter, you brought them down into the shelter of the wide rincon in which the small ranch house itself stood.

	Times were pretty quiet and nobody had seen hide nor hair of an Apache for twelve month or more. Esmeralda and her man decided they could make a go of it. McAllister started with around a hundred longhorn cows and about the same number of steers with a good cross-bred bull to see that the cows didn’t waste their time just eating their heads off. It would mean a few hard years, but they were happy. The kid, Pepe, was a bright little button with all the sand in the world and he was pretty pleased at having a father like McAllister around.

	To go raising cows and maybe kids, of course, McAllister resigned from the office of town marshal and, frankly, the town wasn’t sorry to see the back of him, because he reminded them of what they had been and what they had been weak enough to stomach. For McAllister it was like a release. Not only of the body, but of the spirit. He wasn’t made for towns. He’d been raised in the saddle and was accustomed to ride through the heat of the sun and the sweep of the wind over the open country.

	The country was hard. No doubt about that. Men said, mean for men, tough on horses and hell for women. And they weren’t far wrong. But Esmeralda, though not a ranch woman, took it in her stride like the woman she was. She knew the primitive living wouldn’t last forever. She knew that McAllister had made up his mind to make something of himself and he would do it.

	They lost a few cows to the usual run of thieves, saddle bum whites and hungry Indians, but they came through the first winter all right and there was a calf crop that showed McAllister he’d been pretty smart when he hung up his guns.

	That second year, McAllister hired his first hand, a Mexican named Manuel Inclan who was a sort of cousin of Esmeralda. He was a good man and greatly experienced with cattle. After being many years a top vaquero south of the Border, he had had some trouble with the landowner he worked for and the trouble had ended up with the firing of guns. Inclan had lit out for the United States where members of his family lived.

	Physically, he was a lean hard man, tireless in the saddle and dedicated to his work of working cattle, but also, as so often with his kind, a passion for good horses. He brought with him a small bunch of some twenty cows which he threw in with McAllister’s animals, and that, in both their opinions, made him a kind of partner. It was a great comfort to McAllister to know that when he was away from home for any length of time, that there would be a man around the house. It was isolated and the safety of his wife and her son was much on his mind. The times were unsettled and small parties of Indians and white riders, mostly unemployed cowhands, were starting to drift through the country. Often, while riding the range, he would come on their sign and a couple of times he came on evidence that one or the other had butchered one of his cows for food.

	Right from the start, the boy, Pepe, had shown no resentment of this second father of his. Indeed, he seemed delighted to have a man in the family. He became the man’s frequent companion on the range and at once began to learn the work of men. McAllister offered him complete acceptance and it gave him a deep satisfaction to show the bright boy affection and to teach him, bit by bit, his knowledge of the wild places, the ways of animals, Indian lore, the habits of cattle and the secrets of good horsemanship. Nor did he neglect the other side of the boy’s education and in the evenings, by the light of a coal-oil lamp, he would instruct the boy in his letters, using both the English and the Spanish. He taught him to keep accounts, to write a fair hand and slowly developed in him the ability to give lucid oral accounts of what he had done and seen in a day’s riding.

	Esmeralda, after the hardships of the last few years of her life, blossomed. She kept a neat house and a good table. Her three men ate well and were content, for on such simple facts did a good cow-outfit rest. She was a fine horsewoman and, riding sidesaddle, as all respectable women must, she would sometimes accompany the men out on to the range. McAllister had gentled a handsome little sorrel mare for her, an animal so tame that it was corralled only at night and would come to Esmeralda’s kitchen window like a dog for titbits.

	It was in that second year that one evening when the two men and the boy rode in from the range that she took McAllister aside and told him that she was expecting his child. He was so pleased that he felt foolish and could do nothing but stand and stare at her in amazement and chuckle. Finally, he managed to say: ‘I just can’t believe it.’

	Esmeralda smiled and told him: ‘It is a natural consequence of our making love, hombre.’

	‘Sure. But …’ and he set to laughing and chuckling again. Then he said: ‘How’s Pepe goin’ to take this?’

	‘He knows,’ she told him. ‘I kept it a secret between us till I was certain.’

	McAllister had to acknowledge her wisdom. That was something he would never have thought of.

	‘We can tell Manuel,’ he said, grinning. ‘Or did you let him in on the secret, too?’

	‘No,’ she said. ‘He does not know.’

	So they told Manuel and there was some shoulder slapping and a bottle of sweet Mexican wine was brought out and they all. drank, including Pepe. Later in the evening, when McAllister and Pepe went out to look at the horses as usual, the man told the boy that the child would be a responsibility for him. The child would be to Pepe as Pepe was to McAllister, the blood relationship was no-never-mind. Gravely, the boy accepted this and said: ‘I think it will be a boy. That would be best. We can use another man around here.’

	So the days and the weeks went by and Esmeralda started to fill out a little. It seemed to be a good and fertile year all round. The rains had been good, the waterholes were full and the grass was green past the spring and even seemed to defy the overpowering heat of the summer sun. The cows grew sleek and Manuel prophesied that the calf crop the following year would be superb. McAllister seemed to live in a dream of contentedness. There came over him a happiness that he had never known before in his life and with it came a kind of unease that luck as good as this could not last forever. He cursed himself for such black thoughts and knew that he had never felt so complete. The days rolled on, full of satisfaction for his mind and his body. Days in the saddle, as he liked, sweating the fat from him and keeping him hard, seeing his outfit prosper; and at night there was Esmeralda with her gentle voice and her soft arms.

	Then, suddenly, terribly, the luck ran out.

	His world stopped. Dead.

	On the evening of the day before, Manuel had noticed the tracks of cows going in an easterly direction toward the hills about ten miles south of the house. He had thought it too near dark to follow them, but came back with the information that they had been too tightly bunched for them to be drifting. He had also seen horse-sign. Unshod horse-sign. Which might or might not mean Indians. Not all white riders shoed their horses, particularly if they were of mustang stock with hard feet.

	McAllister thought of taking Manuel with him, but he decided against that. If there were strangers in the country this near to the house, Esmeralda would need a man with her. It also provided a chance to add something to Pepe’s education. So he and the boy saddled up and rode south to the spot where Manuel had seen the sign. They found it without much difficulty and McAllister read it carefully for the boy, describing as best he could what he gathered from it. Some twenty or so cows—it was difficult to be at all precise. Two riders. One a big man on a biggish horse, the other a smaller man on a lighter animal. The smaller of the two had stayed back every now and then to watch their back trail. That confirmed McAllister’s suspicions that they were his cows and the men were wary of pursuit.

	‘Will there be shooting, Papa?’ the boy asked in Spanish.

	‘Possibly,’ McAllister replied. ‘So we must be sure that it is us who do the shooting and that we have every advantage. They will be at least eighteen hours ahead of us. For a good while, we shall probably be safe from them. Maybe, they are meeting some more men in the hills. We must be watchful. So we do not relax and all the time we are watchful.’

	They followed the tracks into the hills. After an hour or so McAllister asked: ‘Are you afraid, boy?’

	‘A little, but not too much.’

	‘That’s as it should be.’

	Before noon, they came on the first of the cows. McAllister dismounted and left the boy holding the horses, while he scouted through the rocks and brush on foot, rifle in hand. He came back a worried man.

	‘They’re scattered all over,’ he said. ‘The men left them. There is no sign of any more men.’

	‘What does this mean, Papa?’

	‘It means I’ve been suckered, son,’ McAllister said. ‘These men knew I’d follow. They wanted me away from the house.’

	Alarm showed on the boy’s face.

	McAllister took the line from Pepe’s hand and vaulted into the saddle. The canelo horse knew what was wanted of it and before the man had his feet in the stirrup-irons it was running. The boy hit his own animal with his quirt and raced after his step-father.

	When he caught up with McAllister, the boy shouted: ‘Maybe those men left the cattle because they saw us coming.’

	‘No,’ McAllister replied, ‘those cows have been there for a good many hours. Those men are long gone.’

	It seemed the longest ride of McAllister’s life. He kept the pace as hard as he could without leaving the boy behind and without killing the animals in the heat. It seemed an eternity before they were heaving up the last ridge and the house came in sight. McAllister pulled the California horse to a halt and took in the scene below him.

	All was still except for a light curl of smoke from the cook-chimney. Not even a stir of dust.

	The corral was empty.

	‘Boy,’ McAllister said, ‘circle around to the west and head for the house that way. Have your rifle out. If I’m fired on, high-tail it for town and get help.’

	The boy hesitated, but McAllister swore at him with sudden violence and he obeyed.

	McAllister reached for his Henry rifle and pulled it from its scabbard, trotting the canelo down the ridge, not taking his eyes from the house. They reached the corner of the corral and McAllister saw the man lying face downward in the dust. It was Manuel.

	There was cold clay in the pit of McAllister’s stomach.

	He halted the horse and stepped down from the saddle. He found that he was shaking badly. As he approached the house, he called: ‘Esmeralda.’

	Silence.

	Manuel had been shot many times and the flies were on the drying blood.

	McAllister heard the sound of horse’s hoofs and turned. He had forgotten the boy. Hastily, he lifted his left hand to halt him. The boy reined in.

	The lessons McAllister had learned through the hard years were wasted in his overwhelming anxiety for Esmeralda. He walked on and saw that the door leaned drunkenly on one rawhide hinge. He paused, not daring to go ahead and learn the truth.

	The boy called: ‘Is that Manuel there?’ But McAllister scarcely heard him.

	He entered the house and stopped. It was as though he died. Lungs and heart still pumped, his eyes still saw, but his humanity died. He knew that she was dead. No human being could have lived …

	There was a sound behind him and he knew it was the boy.

	‘Go back,’ he said over his shoulder. His voice sounded like that of another man.

	Fiercely, the boy tried to push him aside and pass him. He was shouting in a hysterical tone, but McAllister did not register one word. The resistance against the boy gave in McAllister and he allowed him to slip by. Pepe halted, sucking in his breath, staring, staring.

	How long the two of them stood there, McAllister never knew. Gradually, he became aware that there was other pain in the world beside his own and he put out an arm. The boy came against him and buried his face in McAllister’s belly, making no sound.

	After a while, McAllister, still holding the boy, turned around and walked out into the yard. The world around him was unreal, a place of hellish nightmare. He heard the flies buzzing on Manuel’s blood. His legs wanted to fold under him, but the boy was there and he must keep himself in one piece. He led Pepe to the bench where he had sat with Esmeralda in the evenings while he smoked his pipe. They sat motionless together. Before they knew it, dusk started to stalk rapidly across the land, swooping in from the hills. There was a lamp hanging by the door. McAllister fetched it and lit it, found two spades. Then he just stood, agonizingly reluctant to go into the house and start the last thing he would ever do for Esmeralda. The boy hadn’t moved.

	McAllister left the light with him, went into the house and struck a lucifer, finding the table lamp and lighting it. Esmeralda was a pale horror on the floor. He found a fine Navaho blanket and a tarpaulin and spread them by her side. Then he knelt by her and touched her hand. It was stiff and cold. No longer Esmeralda, suddenly and violently transformed into inanimate clay. He must move, keep on moving or he would weep like a child. Then his anguish seemed to reach its limit and in its place was ice. He lifted the dead body on to the blanket and carefully wrapped it, then drew the tarp around it. With rawhide thongs he tied it neatly. After that, he found more rawhide, another blanket, another tarp and went outside. Still the boy had not moved.

	‘Pepe,’ McAllister said, ‘unsaddle our horses and hitch them to the buckboard.’

	The boy stayed still, touched by the lantern light. McAllister went up to him. Pepe took his hand and pressed his face against it. The damp of his tears were on the man’s hands.

	McAllister put a hand on his shoulder and said: ‘No more weeping. From this moment, you are a man, hijo. Move. We have to bury our dead. Then there is much to be done.’ 

	Silently, the boy rose and obeyed him.

	They buried them under the cottonwoods just to the east of the house. They sweated at the hard ground far into the night, burying them deep and then gathering rocks to pile over them. 

	When they were through, McAllister said: ‘Say a prayer, boy..’

	Pepe sank to his knees and crossed himself. McAllister pulled his hat from his head and stood silent. Together, they walked back to the house. McAllister found a bottle of whisky, poured the boy a small dose and handed it to him. He allowed himself to drink generously from the bottle. The raw spirits warmed them a little. McAllister stood there, thinking. He wanted to get away from the house. He felt as though he would suffocate in it.

	‘Fill the satchels,’ he said. ‘Bait for a week.’

	Like a sleepwalker the boy obeyed him. McAllister fetched the boxes of ammunition from the bureau, made up their bedrolls, rolling spare weapons in them. They slept in the rocks that night, their horses tied to their wrists. Then in the morning, McAllister scattered coal-oil liberally around the house and fired it. The boy watched woodenly. When the flames reached high, the boy asked: ‘Where do we go now?’

	McAllister said: ‘Wherever the sign takes us.’

	They mounted their horses and rode. McAllister didn’t look back. Neither did the boy.
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	IT WAS PAST noon when they rode into Crewsville. Not a half-dozen words had passed between them during the ride. The town slept in the afternoon heat, the Anglo half following the example of the Mexican half and showing some sense.

	Sheriff Bert Abbey was no different from anybody else, but just to show that he was aware of his official responsibilities, he slept at his desk, with his feet on it, hat over his face. He was middling-honest and middling-efficient. He didn’t wake as McAllister walked across the hard mud floor. Pepe stood just inside the door. McAllister tapped the sheriff’s boot-toe with the butt of his quirt. The man didn’t waken. McAllister gently pushed his feet off the desk and he woke, querulous and a little scandalized.

	When he saw McAllister in front of him, he blinked a couple of times and said: ‘Why, Rem …’ He wasn’t awake enough to see the looks on the man’s or the boy’s faces.

	McAllister braced himself to state the bare facts.

	‘Two deaths to report, Bert.’

	‘Two deaths …’ The sheriff struggled for full consciousness. ‘Who died?’

	Then he saw the boy, raised his eyes to focus on McAllister’s face. He saw it then and came to his feet.

	‘Good God,’ he said, ‘what happened, man?’

	‘My wife and Manuel Inclan.’

	The sheriff was at a loss.

	‘You mean …?’

	‘Shot to death.’ McAllister swallowed and steadied himself again. ‘And in the case of my wife …’ The boy was there, listening. ‘We buried ’em out under the cottonwoods.’

	‘Who—?’

	‘We don’t know who.’ He turned and walked to the door. ‘We’ll find out.’

	The sheriff was wide awake now, reaching for his gunbelt and buckling it around his stout body—

	‘I’ll mount a posse. You’re not in this alone, Rem.’ 

	McAllister was grateful the man didn’t offer him any mushy condolences. He turned at the door.

	‘Whoever did it’ll be long gone out of the country, Bert.’

	‘I’ll notify every sheriff—’

	‘No call. Me an’ the boy’ll settle it.’ He was surprised how calm his voice was. He looked at Pepe. The boy’s face showed nothing.

	‘You and the boy?’ the sheriff said. ‘He isn’t any more’n a button. If you’re going trailing, Rem, leave him with me. The missis’ll look out for him.’

	‘He isn’t a button any more,’ McAllister said. ‘He can’t afford to be. Just make out your records, Bert.’

	‘Why’d you come into town … just to tell me that. The trail’ll be plumb cold.’

	McAllister said: ‘That trail’ll never be cold.’

	He walked out and the boy followed him. They angled across the street and went into the Golden Nugget saloon. At the bar was a tall man with a red and grey beard. His hat was high-crowned and pointed, he wore a frock coat and fawn pants tucked into high flat-heeled boots. He wore his gun strapped around the outside of his coat. This was Rice Mallot.

	The boy stood just inside the door. Rice saw McAllister in the mirror behind the bar and said: ‘Look who’s here. Buy you a drink, Rem.’

	‘No offence,’ McAllister said, ‘but I’m not drinkin’ just now. Rice, you want my herd as she runs.’

	The man showed surprise.

	‘Hell,’ he cried, ‘what’s gotten into you?’

	‘Somethin’ came up. I have to leave the country.’

	‘You an’ Esmeralda an’ the kid?’

	‘Just me an’ the kid. Esmeralda’s dead. Manuel too.’ He’d said it out loud again. It was still the voice of a stranger saying it. Maybe one day he’d get used to it, be able to believe it, accept it and live with it. But not now. He had the impulse to keep moving, to burn up his anguish in action. 

	Rice said: ‘I’m a friend, Rem.’

	‘Sure.’

	‘What can I do?’

	‘Buy my spread.’

	‘I mean if you’re goin’ after whoever did it. I’ll side you,’ Rice said.

	‘No call, but thanks. Me an’ the boy’ll handle it.’

	Rice turned and looked at Pepe. The bardog said: ‘Jesus.’ 

	‘You know who did it?’

	‘No. But it’s goin’ to be a long haul maybe an’ I’ll need cash money.’

	Rice downed his drink and said: ‘Walk along to the bank.’ 

	Thirty minutes later, they rode out of town with two spare horses and a mule to carry their gear. The men who had killed Esmeralda and Manuel had the whole of McAllister’s remuda. The animals were fresh and they would travel fast. McAllister didn’t know for sure from the sign he’d seen around the house, but he knew that each man would most likely have two horses each. He thought about it as he rode east toward the hills. His mind seemed to be clearing a little. The ice had stayed, but the wheels were turning. He ran through the possibilities.

	One most likely one was that the men had tried to lift the horses and Manuel had tried to stop them. For a bunch of horses he and Esmeralda had died. The futile exchange choked McAllister. But the reasons didn’t matter. Only the end result did.

	Outside town, McAllister stopped abruptly.

	‘Son,’ he said, ‘you don’t need to come along. It could take days, weeks, months.’

	In Spanish, the boy said: ‘She was my mother, señor.’

	The señor went home and McAllister said: ‘I reckon I deserved that.’

	He lifted the lines and rode on. It was dusk when they reached the house again. It was an empty adobe shell now. They rode past it and past the two graves under the cottonwoods and on into the hills to water. They watered the horses, went on a couple of miles and camped. McAllister realized that neither of them had eaten since early morning. Growing boys needed nourishment. Pepe was his sole responsibility now. He cooked them a good meal and they ate. The boy didn’t want to, but McAllister told him he would have to keep his strength up if he wanted to stay on the trail.

	Before they slept, McAllister said: ‘There’s just you and me, hijo.’

	The small brown hand came into his and they slept like that.

	By dawn, though he had lain awake most of the night going over the brief time he and Esmeralda had shared, McAllister was almost convinced that he had gained mastery of himself.

	The boy was up first, saying: ‘There is no time to waste. We must hurry. They are a long way ahead of us now.’

	McAllister took his time.

	‘No, sir,’ he said, ‘we take it easy. We’ll find ’em an’ when we come up with ’em it’ll be with full bellies and fresh horses under us. Your turn to cook.’

	That became their habit on the long ride, a ride longer than either of them ever dreamed of. Each took his turn in cooking their meals. They ate a leisurely breakfast and something in McAllister’s lack of panic hurry got through to the boy. When they rode, McAllister told him all he had in his mind, interpreted every sign on the trail they followed.

	The boy said once: ‘They are headed east now. Will they cross into New Mexico?’

	‘Who knows?’ They used Spanish between them. ‘Depends on whether they took the horses to run away from something or run to something. Pretty soon we’ll know.’

	They followed the trail up into the sierras, up through White Feather Pass between two of Los Tres Soldados. They camped in the pass, high up and glad of the cool. The horses rolled and then stood to be hobbled so they could eat their fill of the good grass during the night. McAllister was relieved that the boy was so tired that as soon as he had eaten, he rolled in his blankets and fell into a deep sleep. McAllister wanted to sit awhile with his thoughts of Esmeralda. In the quiet of the night, high in the hills with the song of the wolf in the far distance, it seemed that somehow she still lived and was with him here. The feeling was so strong that he imagined that if he turned his head, he would see her sitting there by the fire.

	He even turned his head to look for her. Only the cold rock touched by the firelight met his gaze. There was no Esmeralda ahead of him now, none of the good life. He was back on a manhunt again, as if fate had decreed that he should do nothing in this world but hunt his fellow men. He sighed softly and filled his pipe. Puffing, he wondered if he was offering the boy the right thing, if one so young should be committed to so bloody

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg





images/image-2.jpeg
MATT CHISHOLM

VENGEANCE
OF
MCcALLISTER






images/image-1.jpeg





images/image.jpeg
P)ICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





