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	THERE WAS MORE THAN GOLD IN THE MOUNTAINS. 

	THERE WAS DEATH …

	 

	McAllister rode into the goldfield, a badge on his vest and a gun at his hip. His mission: to bring law and order to a violent land where men had their throats cut for a poke of gold dust, claim-jumpers operated in broad daylight and desperadoes took what they wanted at the point of a gun. The Organization didn’t want any lawman cleaning up this wild territory. They had good reasons for wanting it kept lawless, tough and brutal. McAllister was a threat to them — a threat to be gunned down if necessary …

	 

	Matt Chisholm, the master of Western thrills in the grand manner, tells another violent, authentic story of his legendary hero Rem McAllister. This is a tale of taut suspense and all-out action, echoing with gunfire and the thud of hoofbeats.
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	THE FIRST TIME he saw the place, McAllister didn’t like it. There was nothing to like about it. He had seen it a dozen times before—the earth torn open so men could grub for gold. And, even without seeing them, he didn’t like the men who did that.

	The gulch was a raw scar. The beautiful sweep of the mountain, the soft green of the trees, the even flow of the creek, they were all adulterated by the sudden harshness of the diggings.

	McAllister wondered why he had come in the first place and he didn’t know the answer.

	Maybe it was because Manny Goldberg had asked him.

	Manny had staked him once and McAllister never forgot a debt. He owed the little Jew plenty. Maybe his life.

	He didn’t want any part of the place. His instinct was to go back, to ride away from the grief that lay ahead and which he knew lay ahead.

	But he went on, riding the dun horse down the sharp incline with the canelo trotting behind on the lead line. The way men turned their heads and looked at him told him what kind of a place it was. Life was precarious and men clung to it with an absence of mind that only came with gold. Their eyes were fixed on gold and they saw little else. Respectable men would kill for it, cowards would fight to defend it.

	And this was the place Manny Goldberg had wired him to come and police. Just a few simple words: Come and tame Lucky Strike for your old friend Manny Goldberg.

	In the stark rash that was the gulch ten thousand men in a state of squalid emergency, hurrying to get all the gold out of the ground they could before the ice-cold of winter fell on them from the north. McAllister saw the dirty white of tents, small shelters made from the boughs of willow trees, huts constructed of green logs, dugouts burrowing in the sheer side of the gulch. Here ten thousand men lived in appalling and insanitary conditions, their minds taken off their comforts and even their safety by the lust for gold. They were, McAllister thought, men driven insane by their hunger. It had become in many cases an end in itself, a life fulfilment. He knew that men died here for it, from hardship, from plain starvation and from the knives and bullets of their fellows. Human values were at their lowest here.

	But perhaps he did some of them an injustice. Some men wanted law and order or he would not have been sent for. Manny must have the backing of the more solid citizens. He would soon know.

	He was surprised to see some women among the miners, even a few children. Everyone seemed marked by the damp red earth of the gulch as though, in raping it, they had been splashed by its blood.

	There was a man on the muddy trail, tramping at the head of a laden burro. McAllister stopped and asked him if he knew where Manny Goldberg was located. The man stared at him out of vacant eyes. He’d never heard of him.

	McAllister went on.

	A man, standing in the shallow waters of the creek with a pan in his hands, turned at his question with the air of a man to whom time is money and said: Sure, he knew Manny. He was up the creek aways, maybe a half-mile. He lived in a tent backed onto a dugout. He was partners with Shep Freeman and Henry Few. There was always one of them there. A man didn’t leave his claim unguarded. McAllister could believe that. He thanked the man and rode on. Several men stopped work to stare at his fine horses.

	He picked his way north. A woman outside a cabin of green logs, her shoes covered in the gulch’s mud, shaded her eyes against the sun to see him pass. He touched his hat to her. She nodded and went back into her cabin. Children’s faces appeared at the glassless windows to stare at him. He grinned at them, but a smile didn’t appear on their faces.

	There was a fight going on in the shallows of the creek. One man had a knife, the other was armed with a shovel. They fought clumsily and savagely, like brutes. Nobody interfered, though one or two men had stopped work to watch. McAllister minded his own business and rode on. He wondered if one of the men would get killed.

	Everywhere there was feverish activity, another turn of the shovel, another panful of dirt and a man could be worth a fortune. Out of the back-breaking labor could come a life of ease; if the fortune were won a man could walk from the muck and stench of the diggings into a life of luxury and comfort.

	You could see it in all their eyes. Suddenly men who had faced a life of unending drudgery in the cities of the east, who had looked across a vista of wage-slavery and boredom, of squalor and near-starvation perhaps, suddenly there was under their hand the chance to become something, to be men of substance. They all desperately courted luck. All they wanted was for luck to bring them to the right spot where a fortune lay.

	After the clean air of the hills and the forests through which he had ridden, it was the dank stench that hit McAllister like a solid thing. All the filth and excrement of ten thousand men was here, for men so often dared not leave their claims till they quit them finally for fear of robbers who might take the gold they had stored in their dugouts or others who would take over the claim at the point of a gun.

	He wanted to retch, he wanted to turn back and ride the trail over which he had come. But he went on. Having come this far, he must see Manny and know what this deal added up to.

	Manny saw him before he saw Manny.

	There was a shout. McAllister looked up and there on the far side of the creek, dancing, waving both arms above his head, was the short thick figure of the little Jew.

	McAllister grinned and turned his horses to the water, waded in and crossed.

	Manny came running, his face bright with a smile, gold teeth glistening, and the first thing McAllister noticed about him was the butt of a gun protruding from his belt. Manny was dressed in a red checked shirt, strong cord trousers, stout boots to his knees and the mud had come up over the tops of them. Around his thick neck was a sweat-rag and the sweat poured from him. He was about thirty-five years of age and looked to be one of those men who are physically powerful to the day they die.

	McAllister dismounted and the next moment Manny was shaking his hand. The grip was like a vise. Manny laughed, clapped him on the back, laughed some more, stood back to get a good look at him, embraced him, standing on tiptoe to do so.

	He’d grown a beard since McAllister had seen him last, a great Biblical affair that made him look like a prophet. It was fairish and tinged with red. The gray eyes were heavy-lidded and spaced wide. They looked at you directly and missed nothing. He was the last man on earth McAllister would have thought to turn gold-seeker.

	‘What the hell’re you doing in a place like this?’ McAllister demanded when Manny had quietened down a little.

	Manny laughed richly.

	‘Come, we’ll talk later,’ he said. ‘I have many irons in many fires as usual, if one fails, the other will make a profit. Now, you must meet my partners. Boy, it’s good to see you, Rem. I began to think you’d never get here. Fine horses you have. A good investment. Always you had an eye for good horseflesh. I have been offered a horse, you must give me advice. Now, my partners ...’ He waved a hand ahead of them as they slowly made their way up the muddy slope, slipping back two paces every time they took three.

	They came to a tent which backed up to the wall of the gulch and McAllister knew that beyond it lay the dugout in which the diggers kept their gold. If they had any gold.

	A tall thin man leaned on a pick outside the tent. His nose was that of a Spanish aristocrat, his eyes black, his stance still and serious. McAllister guessed he was Jewish like Manny.

	‘My partner, one of my partners,’ Manny was saying, ‘Shep Freeman.’

	A bony hand was thrust into McAllister’s. The grip was firm. ‘I heard a lot about you, McAllister. Happy to know you.’ The voice came out of the grave.

	Manny was shouting to a man panning below.

	‘Henry, come up here.’

	The man who came up from the creek was a slimly built man of about McAllister’s age, fair-haired, unshaven like every other man in the gulch, alert. Like his two partners, he carried a gun in his belt. McAllister couldn’t place him. He could have been a clerk. He could have been anything.

	‘Henry Few, Rem.’

	They shook.

	Few said: ‘Time you got here, Mr. McAllister. The place needs you.’

	Manny said: ‘We’ll talk about that later. Now we eat and have a little drink. I know Rem. He could do justice to both.’ He waved a hand toward a fire on the other side of the tent. On it was a bubbling pot. Manny explained that some enterprising man had driven in a dozen steers the day before. Civil war had nearly broken out over who should have beef. They had bought some for a price that would have bought a house back east. Prices were sky-high, supplies were short and hundreds were starving. About the only thing there was plenty of was mud. And liquor. The traders had seen that there was liquor in the gulch. Hungry men got drunk easily; hungry men who were drunk were trouble. But that would be the least of McAllister’s problems.

	McAllister laughed and said: ‘Manny, you’re sure making me want to stay.’

	He tied his horses to his own stake-pin and gathered around the pot with the three men. They squatted and dipped in battered spoons. McAllister hadn’t tasted hot food for a week and this was good. The men didn’t speak while they were eating. McAllister took the opportunity to take a good look at his companions and to take in the details of the gulch. He was getting a little used to the stench by now. He knew that Manny’s partners were looking him over. He didn’t resent their inspection. They didn’t want to buy a pig in a poke.

	When they’d cleaned the pot, they pulled up a log and some boxes and they sat around.

	McAllister said: ‘Tell me about it, Manny.’

	Goldberg looked around to make sure nobody was near.

	‘I won’t try to fool you, Rem,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t do any good. Twenty-four hours here and you would see for yourself. A baby could see it. You know how many men there are in this gulch and the next? Ten thousand, and more arriving every day. There’s food and gold for half that number. The murder rate’s one a day—on a good day. Once we had three.’

	‘And is the gold lasting out?’ McAllister asked.

	‘Yes. That’s one of the problems. In fact, you have two main ones.’

	‘I don’t have anything yet,’ McAllister said. ‘I didn’t say I’d take the job.’

	Manny laughed and said he would have his little joke.

	McAllister said he wasn’t joking.

	Henry Few said: ‘I don’t blame you. When Manny’s through, you’ll feel even less like it.’

	Manny threw up his hands in despair.

	‘A fine partner,’ he cried, ‘ruin my proposition before I start. Rem, don’t you listen to him. This you can handle. I guarantee.’

	‘Get on,’ said Freeman from the grave.

	Manny got on.

	‘Rem, like I said, there’s two problems. There’s the everyday crime like you would get in any camp of this kind. This you’re familiar with. A tough marshal and it is kept down to respectable proportions. That we don’t worry about. Agreed?’ McAllister didn’t agree, but Manny plowed on. ‘Here, we have also something more.’ His voice sank almost to a whisper. McAllister had to lean forward to catch his words. ‘Here, we have something big.’

	There was silence and Freeman’s voice came sepulcher deep. ‘Here we have terror.’

	‘He’s right,’ Manny said. ‘It’s terror.’

	To Manny’s acute annoyance Few took up the tail.

	‘The trouble is the shipment of the gold. There’re men around here sitting on a fortune. My God, some of ’em daren’t go for a crap for fear of it being stolen. See that claim there?’ He pointed along the creek to the north. ‘Two brothers worked that stretch. We heard a whisper they had sixty thousand dollars’ worth of gold buried in their tent. They were killed last week.’

	Manny cut in.

	‘There was Martin Krantz. Quiet fellow. Minded his own business. When he had a couple of burro loads, he reckoned he had enough. He was a rare one. He moved out with them three days back. Today his donkeys came back without their loads and without Martin.’

	McAllister wanted to know more. He wanted to know who the notables were in the place. Find out who the big names were and you got some idea of the nature of the task ahead.

	‘Has this place been promoted as a city or some such?’ he asked.

	Henry Few said: ‘Sure. Colonel Brough Hansard’s the man. He’s got a couple of partners, but he’s the only name that matters. But he’s having a rough time. Men come and go so fast he’s in a whirl. He’s got the gulch and the flat below platted out as a city, but men’re pitching camp any place and if the colonel protests, they run him off with guns.’

	McAllister had never met the colonel, but he had heard of him. An empire builder who had already made two-three attempts to establish communities in the west and had failed, more dramatically each time he tried. He was a man in his middle years, of vast energy and vast ambition.

	How about a law and order party, he asked. Sure, there was one. There was a committee and all three partners were members of it. Manny laughed—they were also members of the vigilance committee which was another thing. The colonel was dead against them, claiming that vigilantes would foul the name of his fair city. There were others on the law committee who were also against them. A man called Eddy Chugg was law and order leader and he too was deadset against the vigilantes. It was he who had begged them to call in a tough marshal as a last resort. McAllister would have to meet Ed. He was a good man.

	They talked on; he sifted the information they gave him, he started to get the feel of the place and he didn’t like what he felt. But he wouldn’t know really what he thought about it till he took a good look around. He reckoned now was as good a time as any.

	He stood up. They looked up at him, watching him, trying to read his mind.

	Manny said: ‘What’s it to be, Rem?’

	McAllister hitched his pants.

	‘I’ll let you know tomorrow,’ he said. ‘See you, men.’

	He unstaked his horses and led them down the steep side of the gulch, slipping and sliding as he went. He walked south along the gulch side, taking in the sights, judging the men who were here. He was on his way to take a good hard look at the hangers-on, the camp followers. They were almost the most important people in a situation like this. They would be folk he had met on other streets and in other towns on the frontier. Among them would be the dangerous ones, the ones who would have to defy him out of necessity and pride if he took the badge.

	He came down onto the flat and stopped, looking around at the ragtag of dirty tents and quickly erected cabins, gazing far beyond them at the raped slopes above the gulch, denuded of timber to throw up the swellings here that gave a man claim to the land. The red mud was everywhere. What it would be like when it really rained, he shuddered to think. He wondered where the hell he was going to put his two horses up.

	He espied a cabin with smoke coming from the rough stone chimney, smelled cooking on the air. What attracted him to the place was the several children outside it.

	He walked toward them. He liked children and they liked him. He wondered who could be crazy enough to bring them here.

	When he stood in front of this cabin he saw that it was easily the largest in the place. Outside hung a rough legend that told him the woman inside sold meals. The charges were breathtaking. But maybe a woman who would come here to cook for men deserved anything she could get.

	The child who caught his eye was a tall slender girl of about fifteen. She held the hands of a smaller child of about eight, a pretty little girl with red hair. The little girl smiled and said: ‘Hello.’

	‘Hello,’ said McAllister, ‘who’re you?’

	‘My name’s Joanne.’

	‘That’s a right pretty name.’

	‘What’s your name?’

	‘McAllister.’

	‘That’s a real funny name.’

	McAllister grinned.

	The older girl said: ‘Mama said we weren’t to speak to strange men.’

	McAllister lifted his eyes to hers. They were fierce and dark. Something inside McAllister acclaimed her. Pretty soon she would be a beautiful and spirited woman. For a second McAllister wished he was eighteen again.

	‘She’s right,’ he said.

	As if her elder sister hadn’t spoken, the little girl said: ‘That’s my brother Johnny, he’s fourteen. He’s the man of the family now papa’s in the hills.’ McAllister turned to nod to the tall thin boy with the curly dark hair. ‘That’s my sister, Emma—she’s eleven and she’s a good speller.’

	‘And who’s the lady holding your hand?’

	Joanne looked up at the tall girl and giggled.

	‘She ain’t—she isn’t no lady. She’s my sister, Betsy.’

	‘You want a meal or somethin’,’ Betsy said, looking at him fiercely, ‘you come back around noon.’

	McAllister said: ‘I’ll do that.’

	A woman appeared in the doorway, wiping back a strand of brown hair from her smooth forehead. He didn’t have to be told that this was their mother. She was a fine-looking woman, but tired to the bone. Her man had gone off to look for gold and left her to run a cook-house and look out for these kids. She wasn’t beautiful; she was a woman who didn’t need beauty. McAllister knew a lady when he met one. This one could cook pies in a miner’s camp, but that could never make anything else but what she was. He bared his head.

	‘Ma’am?

	‘His name’s Macranister,’ Joanne said.

	‘McAllister,’ Betsy corrected coldly.

	The woman in the doorway dipped her head politely.

	‘My name’s Crawley. My man’s Clay Crawley.’

	She was on the defensive and he didn’t blame her. She’d have to stay that way to survive in this environment. It was not only she who had to survive but the children as well.

	‘I just rode in,’ McAllister said. ‘I’m looking for a likely place to put my gear and my horses.’

	‘There’s Wayne Cassell’s place,’ she said. ‘The men who have the money go there.’

	Wayne Cassell rang a bell. He knew the man. So he was here. He knew a little more about the place.

	‘Do you take lodgers, ma’am?’ he enquired. A man sure would eat good here and he reckoned a good deal on chow.

	‘I have three men sleeping here. But they sleep rough. No reason why I can’t take another. Dollar a night. Dollar for meals. And likely to come dearer.’

	‘I’d be pleased if I could sleep here the night, ma’am. And eat,’ he said.

	Joanne danced on her toes. She’d taken a fancy to this big man.

	‘But your horses,’ Mrs. Crawley said. ‘I’ve no idea where you’ll put those.’ She pointed down the canvas street. ‘There’s a livery down that way, I believe. Opened yesterday, I heard.’

	He put his hat on and said: ‘Thank you kindly, ma’am.’

	‘We eat at noon,’ she told him. He smiled, but she didn’t respond. Joanne twinkled. They watched him as he mounted the canelo and rode slowly down the muddy street.

	‘Did you see them guns?’ Johnny said.

	‘Those guns,’ his mother corrected. ‘I saw them.’ She turned back into the cabin.

	‘He was nice,’ Joanne said. ‘Wasn’t he a nice man, Betsy?’ 

	Betsy snorted.

	Five minutes later McAllister found Wayne Cassell’s place. There was a large board up with his name on it. It was a couple of very large tents end to end. They were mud-stained and the walls were torn in places. McAllister guessed they were used for a saloon in the evening and probably slept men at night. Men worn down either by labor or drink or both would sleep anywhere. He ducked under the low doorway and went in.

	There was a stale stink to the place. The bar ran down the left-hand side of the first tent. It consisted of planks laid along the tops of barrels. The floor was a sea of trampled mud with a few boards laid across it. To the right a man lay deep in the mud with an arm crooked to rest his head on. One or two men stood at the bar drinking. There was only one man behind the bar. He looked big and tough, big and tough enough to handle any trouble that might arise here.

	Me Allister walked up to the bar. The tough man slopped some drink into a glass and slammed it down in front of him and said: ‘Dollar.’

	McAllister said: ‘Cassell around?’

	The man looked at the drink and then at McAllister.

	‘Who wants to know?’ he said.

	Give this man an inch and he’d take the next mile your neck included. McAllister had played this game before. It bored him.

	He smiled.

	‘I want to know,’ he said.

	‘He’s sleepin’,’ the man said after due thought.

	‘Go wake him,’ McAllister said.

	‘He’d have my hide.’

	‘As you’re scared of him,’ McAllister said, ‘I’ll go do it. Where do I find him?’

	The man grinned quickly and unpleasantly.

	‘You do that,’ he said. ‘He’s yonder.’ He jerked his head toward the second tent.

	McAllister turned and went into the second tent. The stench if anything was worse here. That was because there were a couple of dozen men sleeping here, most of them on tarps on the ground. He took a look at a dozen of them before he found Cassell. He was sleeping on a bed, as McAllister might have suspected.
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	WAYNE CASSELL WAS impressive even in sleep, snoring and with his mouth open.

	He stood six foot three in his sox and he possessed the weight to go with it. His face was that of a very handsome prize-fighter. McAllister knew a little of his story. Somewhere back in Texas was a pretty wife and two pretty little daughters. Cassell was said to adore them and had once killed a man for speaking of them disparagingly. He had killed several men, including his commanding officer in the cavalry regiment in which he had served on the side of the South during the recent Civil War. He was dangerous because he was unpredictable. A man never knew if he would shake hands or knock his teeth down his throat. He had made a fortune in gambling and real estate since the war and had lost it. McAllister guessed he had come here to regain his fortune. He didn’t doubt the man would do it any more than he doubted that men would get killed while it was being regained.

	If McAllister took the badge offered to him, Cassell and he must understand each other at the start. McAllister thought it a good idea to start now.

	He drew his battered old Remington and cocked it. He shook with laughter inside. The situation appealed to him. In the next thirty seconds there was going to be some pretty violent action.

	He pointed the gun at the ground and squeezed the trigger.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg





images/image-2.jpeg
MATT CHISHOLM

SHOOT
MCALLISTER






images/image-1.jpeg





images/image.jpeg
P)ICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





