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Caleb Hughes aimed to hang
McAllister. He had an old grudge to settle. Besides, men would then
talk about him from Canada to the Mexican border.

McAllister was on the trail
of a bunch of desperate horse-thieves. They had stolen his famous
California horses. What’s more, they had killed his neighbor back
in Black Horse.

Lured over the territorial
line into wild, outlaw country, McAllister finds himself surrounded
by renegades who want his end for something that happened a
thousand miles away in another place in another time.

But McAllister plans to
reverse the situation—by turning himself into wolfbait!
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Chapter One

Back in the days before McAllister became
sheriff of Black Horse County, five men rode into the country in
late spring. They came together—five men on five horses and with a
pack mule, all looking as if they had come a long trail.

Dice Hoggart, who served bar at the Belle of
Union on Grove Street where they stopped as soon as they hit town,
thought from their talk that maybe they had come from as far away
as Arizona. Now didn’t that make a man think? When he went to the
street door and took a look at their horses, he would be damned if
the horses didn’t look as if they had come all that distance too.
Dice did not miss a trick. Or so he liked to think. He talked a
lot—some said too much—but old Dice never gave away any information
that was better kept to himself. In the way of making a financial
success of his life, you would not be far wrong if you called Dice
a failure. As a plain man-flesh, blood, virtue and vices — he came
out pretty well in the weighing. So thought McAllister, at any
rate.

McAllister, raising horses down-valley from
Black Horse City, as it grandiloquently called itself, was not a
great frequenter of town, but he was wise enough to see that he
would grow a little odd if he stayed all the time on his own. Some
thought he was pretty odd whichever way you looked at him. The wild
McAllister of former days was gone forever, so they said. Something
had happened to him. He concentrated on his horses. They had become
his life. When he did come to town, old Dice and he would have what
they called a ‘session’.

This ‘session’ took a
number of different forms. Sometimes, but not too often, it turned
out to be a wild drunk that would last until McAllister thought of
his horses and reckoned it was time for him to get back to them. At
other times, it was a ‘talk session’. This included drink, a good
deal of drink at times, but the emphasis was on talk. It was damn
good talk and those who sat in and listened were
privileged. Most of them knew it. They were
listening to two great legends recounting the making of the
legends.

Some said that the two men lied. Old Dice
went further than that, he boasted that they both lied. Though, he
said, McAllister was a better liar than he was because McAllister
was a goddam villain.

One night, in a back room at the Union, he
declared: ‘Old Rem here, he’s too goddam modest to tell you the
truth, boys. You think he exaggerates when he lies, but that ain’t
so — if he was to tell you the truth, you’d still call him a liar.’
McAllister laughed.

Lon McKenna, who was mayor and kept the
livery on Morrow, declared that he had taken a good look at the
five strangers and he thought it a mighty conspicuous thing five
men riding into a town in a bunch that way. Lon was not too good
with words and, being a mite short on education, he opined that if
he created a few new words nobody much would notice.

‘It’s my opinion,’ he said
with hypocritical modesty, ‘for what it is worth, that they is most
deciduously hard cases and them is the kind of cases we can do
without. I have passed the word to the sheriff.’

Malcolm Donaldson, the sheriff, allowed his
massive handlebar moustache to nod his head. ‘I take due notice,’
he said solemnly. ‘We shall observe these gentry for what I call my
statutory twenty-four hours. If they keep their noses clean, or
move on — well, that’s fine by me. Otherwise I shall have a quiet
word with them.’

The assembled company nodded.

The mayor, who had stabled the horses of the
strangers, said: ‘Their stock is uncommonly good, boys. Why, a man
could ask himself how men of that caliber come by such perlifferent
horses.’

They all nodded. They all
had their opinions of horse thieves and they all knew how much
horse stealing there was west of the Missouri. Along with
counterfeiting, it was one of the most popular illegal industries.
Eating other men’s beef was pretty common too, of course, but they
regarded that as a personal quirk more than anything else. Stealing
a bunch of cows—say thirty or forty—that was a crime. If you
got caught. The only folk who made a real
fuss about the activity was the big ranchers. None of whom were
present.

The five strangers drank at the Belle of
Union and they housed themselves well at the Grand Union Hotel. A
bit confusing having the two places with the word Union in their
title. But stay with us, and all will become clear.

McAllister did not see the five men. Maybe
if he had there would be no story to tell and it would have ended
there in Black Horse with men dead or dying. Maybe McAllister dead
or dying. But he did not see them and he rode back that night to
his ranch with no knowledge of who they were and not much
caring.

The five men were quiet.
They drank at the Belle of Union, then put their horses on to good
feed at Lon McKenna’s place, then walked to the Greek barbers and
took a bath, a haircut and a shave. Curious eyes kept track of
them. Any citizen of Black Horse could have related their every
move, either as an eyewitness or having picked up the information
second, third or even fourth hand. Looking fairly presentable, they
walked to Colonel Ralph English’s hotel and ate a hearty meal. They
got quite gala with the colonel’s pretty waitress, but they did not
make a meal of her. She thought they were very personable gentlemen and said so
to the colonel.

They played a little cards in the saloon
that night, among themselves, and bothered no one. They retired to
their beds at a respectable time and the town began to wonder what
it had worried about.

The proof of the pudding,’ the mayor
declared, ‘is in the consummation. We shall see what we shall
see.’

The five left their mule at the livery the
following day, retained their rooms at the hotel and rode out of
town going north. Those who observed them on the trail that ran
down the center of Black Horse Valley later reported that after a
few miles, they scattered out all over the range.

They were gone three days.

When they returned to town, they and their
horses were plumb tired.

Horace Carfax, in the
absence of the sheriff, viewed them officially, as you might say,
from the office window. Horace was not the
brightest man mentally to have been appointed a deputy sheriff, but
he was honest and he did not lack guts, not when you came right
down to it. His forehead was so low that folks said it would be
sneered at by a chimpanzee. But the brown eyes under that beetling
brow were touchingly trusting. To be a deputy was the fulfilment of a dream. He never a6pired to
more and could not believe his luck in his present appointment. The
truth of the matter was that no other man would be damn fool enough
to be a deputy in Black Horse County. The sheriff, nice enough
fellow though he might be, was not one to throw his life away
lightly in the course of duty. Horace Carfax would gladly have died
for his badge.

Horace watched the five strangers stop in
front of the Grand Union. Four of them dismounted and handed their
lines to the youngest member of the party. This one now rode off
down Main towards the livery, with the four saddleless horses
following behind.

Deputy Carfax saw his chance. The youngster
would no doubt be the most harmless member of the party. He would
question him. When Sheriff Donaldson came back to the office, his
efficient deputy would have all the information about the strangers
he needed.

Horace strapped on his gun, slipped into his
jacket and went out. He did not lock the office door behind him.
There was no crime to speak of in Black Horse. Not unless you
counted a few killings when the liquor flowed on Saturday
nights.

 


By the time Horace reached the livery, Mayor
McKenna was helping the boy unsaddle. McKenna nodded to Horace. The
boy just stared at him for a moment. Horace was quite taken aback
by that stare. He truly did not know when he had seen such eyes
before. They made him uneasy. McKenna, he noticed, was not saying a
word to the kid. Which was strange because the mayor was the most
hail-fellow-well-met in the world. You only had to nod to him on
the street and he bought you a drink.

When they were through with the horses, the
young stranger simply walked away out on to the street.

Horace and the mayor looked at each other.
Horace realized that he had not asked the boy a single
question.

‘Well, I’ll be goddamed,’
he said.

‘How’s that, Horace?’
McKenna asked.

‘That’s a cold little
son-of-a-bitch, ain’t it?’ said Horace. He felt a little shamed at
not asking his questions.

The mayor snorted. ‘Not a damn word out of
him.’ He leaned in the doorway of the big barn. He was sweating a
little from his exertions. ‘Horace,’ he said, ‘you want to see
somethin’?’

‘Yeah?’

The mayor beckoned him into the barn and led
him along the stalls till they came to the fourth one, in which
stood a steel-dust gelding belonging to one of the strangers. The
animal had been hard-ridden; it was sweat-and dust-caked. The dried
mud on the right rump had been broken by a long deep line. Horace
peered forward and saw that the surface of the hide had been
broken.

‘A bullet done that,’ he
said.

The mayor said: ‘That ain’t all. My sniffer
never failed me. These men have been in a regular battle. These
horses stink of burned powder.’

‘You don’t
say!’

‘Yessir, I do say. Mal
Donaldson had best have a word with these men. They ain’t up to no
good.’

Horace pulled himself upright. ‘Lon,’ he
said, ‘I ain’t a man to waste a minute when the time comes. I’ll
report instanter to the sheriff.’

‘And now,’ said
McKenna.

Horace headed for the street. Where the hell
was the boss? Best bet was that he was having his dinner over at
the Bon Chance Restaurant. Horace headed there, trying to keep his
canter down to a walk. He was right, Malcolm Donaldson was there at
his usual table, napkin tucked into his vest front, fried onion
caught on his moustaches, looking slightly pink from the hot food
and the presence of Annie Shoemaker, the waitress who was
delectable enough to double the profits of Lee Sing, the Chinese
owner. The sheriff looked a little put out by Horace huffing and
puffing up to him in the important way he had.

‘What is it now, Horace?
Christ, can’t a man eat his dinner?’

Horace slid into a chair beside him. The
other two men at the table craned forward to hear. Horace stared at
them belligerently, but they ignored him.

Donaldson said: ‘Well, get at it, man.’

Horace resented the tone. The boss did not
talk to him this way when others were not present. They were
partners and man-to-man. He grew a little hot.

‘Maybe law an’ order ain’t
important enough around here to interrupt an important thing like
your dinner, Sheriff. I’ll see you at the office.’

‘Oh, for crissake,’ cried
the sheriff.

One of the other men said: ‘Let’s have it,
Horace.’

The deputy said: ‘This is official.’

The second man said: ‘Who voted for the
lousy sheriff, anyway?’

‘Go ahead,’ said the
sheriff, ‘we’re all friends here.’

Now Horace began to think that his
information was no great shakes, after all. ‘Aw,’ he said, ‘T’aint
nothin’.’

‘Tell me, Horry,’ said the
sheriff, putting a little iron into his voice.

‘Just one of them
strangers got his horse creased with a bullet, is all.’

The sheriff and his two
companions exchanged glances as if they knew something Horace did
not know. The hell with it,
he told himself, I’ll go
get myself a drink, and he walked out of
there. The sheriff looked after him more in sorrow than anger, and
rose.

‘Well, boys,’ he said,
‘I’ll kind of drift along to the Grand Union to pass the time of
day with the colonel.’ When they enquired if he could use a little
company, he replied: ‘I’m sure there’s nothin’ at the Grand Union I
can’t handle myself.’

At the hotel, the clerk at
the lobby desk, Harold Tibbs, informed the sheriff that the five
strangers were in the dining room. The sheriff crossed the lobby
and pushed open the door to the dining room. There were a number of
folk there, most of them men. The colonel sat with a couple of
cronies near the door. The five men were at the far end, and the
pretty waitress was hovering in their neighborhood. The
sheriff, nodding here and there in greeting,
walked the length of the room and came to the strangers’
table.

‘I wonder, gentlemen,’ he
said, casually holding back the skirts of his coat to reveal the
absence of any weapon, ‘if you’d indulge me and permit me to occupy
a few minutes of your time.’ The sheriff was a man who believed
that a gun was a means of a man getting himself shot. He was not
exactly a coward, but he was a realist and saw no profit in
encouraging death which, in his mind, was just around the corner
any time.

The man seated opposite him was a
well-set-up fellow who could have been a solid and comfortable Ohio
farmer. Brown homespun clothes, flat hat with a medium brim, heavy
low-heeled boots. His black beard was slightly touched with grey.
His eyes were somber, his facial expression that of a man who went
to church twice on Sundays and found no joy in his God. His hands
and fingers were short and thick.

He met the sheriff’s gaze steadily. ‘You the
sheriff of this here county, sir?’

‘I am.’

‘Pleased to know you.’ The
man stretched out his hand and Donaldson felt himself forced to
extend his own. The hand when it gripped his was unbelievably limp,
as though its owner must be the meekest fellow in the world. He
went on, ‘These is my colleagues and neighbors, you might say,
Sheriff. Me, I’m Caleb Hodges. Youngster yonder’s my nephy,
Samson.’ He reeled off more names, none of which the sheriff
retained.

‘Happy to make your
acquaintance I’m sure,’ said the sheriff. ‘I’m Malcolm Donaldson,
and while I just love to be neighborly and visit with you folks, I
reckon I’m here in the way of duty.’

Mr Hodges said with a frown: ‘Nothin’ wrong,
I hope, Sheriff?’

‘Wrong? Why, no sir. Not
as I know. I’m just bound to enquire your business in these parts.
Purely a formality, I assure you.’

‘And easily answered,
Sheriff,’ replied Mr Hodges. ‘Our business is done and we are about
to depart. Give us time to be in the
saddle and we shall be on our way.’

‘May I enquire what that
business was, Mr Hodges?’

‘Sure an’ welcome,’ said
Hodges, smiling affably, though he looked like a man who did not
have too many smiles to fling around. ‘We was lookin’ for some
likely land. But, an’ no offence meant, this ain’t the kind of
country we’re lookin’ for. The dirt ain’t right, to our way of
thinkin’.’

‘Sorry to hear that,
friend,’ said the sheriff and he knew that he was relieved and was
not quite sure why, except that some old instinct was playing merry
hell with him. ‘Well, I’ll let you continue with your meal,
gentlemen. Have a nice trip now.’

They took that kindly.
They all spoke their farewells in a courteous way. The sheriff
nodded and beamed at them and turned away. When he reached the
street, he wondered why he was so relieved to be there, but he
could not quite be sure. He thought: Out
of plain, old-fashioned curiosity, I’m going to backtrack them fellers
and see where they went.


Chapter Two

The last person they spoke to before they
left Black Horse was Mayor Lon McKenna who, while they were eating
at the hotel, was combing and currying their animals. The beasts
looked well cuffed and curried by the time the five men reached the
livery, but nothing could make them look fit for a long journey.
McKenna remarked on the fact and Mr Hodges asked, as he paid for
the animals’ keep, where they might buy themselves some remounts.
Why, said the mayor, there was only one man who could sell you a
real good horse in these parts and that was Remington
McAllister.

Mr Hodges asked where they
might find this man and McKenna directed them to the location,
which was no more than five miles from town a couple of miles or so
east of the Black Horse Valley trail. Mr Hodges thanked him
politely and the five men rode out of town with the pack-mule
trailing behind them. They went out by Main, crossed the
creek by the bridge and headed north again along
the Valley trail.

When they came to the cut-off, they stopped
and, for the first time since leaving town, they spoke. Caleb
Hodges gave a short, deep-chested bark of laughter. ‘Did you hear
the man? Remington McAllister, he says. Christ, your faces was
pictures. Imagine, we been in this country for days an’ we didn’t
run into ole Rem. Ain’t that a coincidence now?’

A tall, gaunt man with a hatchet face, who
was so badly scarred on the right side of his face that his beard
refused to grow there, said: ‘And he has the horses, Cal. It sure
do make a man smile.’

A small, neat man with a soft fair moustache
said in a gentle Virginian accent: ‘Cal, you never told us this
trip would pay us two hundred per cent.’

They all laughed softly at that.

Caleb Hodges said: ‘Well, we ain’t goin’ to
ride in on ole Rem five-handed, that’s for sure. Raisin’ horses
couldn’t of made him that soft. Which one of us didn’t he ever
see?’

The gaunt man said: ‘The kid.’

They all looked at the kid. They smiled.
They liked the idea of the kid being the bait. Their minds were
going along together, step in step, like they always did. Not a
cross word or a disagreement between them. It had always been the
same. Closer than brothers.

Hodges said: ‘How does he play it,
Peach?’

The Virginian said: ‘Send him in loaded with
money to back up his story about buying horses. The man ain’t born
who don’t get dazzled a little by money.’

Hodges said: ‘You’re right. Samson, can you
behave yourself like an innocent, clean-livin’ young American boy?’
The boy grinned. ‘I can try, Uncle Caleb.’

‘Good.’

Now they talked their way through what lay
ahead of them. They did not fool themselves that McAllister would
be a pushover. If any man thought this was going to be easy, he
could think again. It was going to take concentration and nerve.
They never underestimated the opposition. That was why all five of
them were still out of the pen. They work intelligently and they
worked with care.

They decided to get amongst the trees above
McAllister’s place. They could see them from here. They’d watch his
place through the day, rest for the night and go in early next
morning. That would allow time for the kid to ride out of town and
for the others to get into position. If they worked on the
assumption that McAllister had eyes in the back of his head and the
instincts of a cougar, they would pull this off all right.

They left the branch trail and rode
northeast, entering the timber without being seen, they hoped, from
the nearby small house. They could see the distant smoke of another
house far across the valley, but they agreed the nearer place was
the one belonging to their quarry. When they had worked their way
through the trees and were lying up there with the glass on the
ranch below, they knew they had come to the right place. Nobody
could mistake a horse ranch. They exclaimed when they saw the kind
of stock McAllister had in his pens.

Caleb Hodges said: ‘Boys, the stock we have
now is good, but they ain’t as good as what ole Rem has awaitin’
for us down there. On that, there ain’t a lawman in the country can
keep up with us.’

They watched through the day and talked
easily amongst themselves. The boy went back deep into the trees
and built a small hot fire to cook them a meal. As they ate, Peach
said: ‘I have an uneasy feelin’, boys. This is the first time we
ever killed for anythin’ but money. After McAllister, we have to
call a halt.’

The gaunt man said: ‘Sure. Who else do we
want to kill?’

They smiled. ‘Nobody I can think of. How
about you, Harry? Do you have anybody you want killed?’

The quiet redheaded man laughed and said:
‘Can’t think of a soul right this minute. I’ll let you know if I
do.’

They finished eating and they cleaned their
plates on grass. They unrolled their bedrolls and lay back and
smoked. As darkness came down on them, somebody asked: ‘You got it
worked out, Cal?’

‘Sure,’ Hodges said, ‘I
got it all fair and square in my head, boys.’ There was a long
silence till Peach said in his softly thrusting voice: ‘Boys, I’ve
been thinkin’ — I didn’t ever hear of five
men like us.’ They waited. They knew Peach was coming out with some
of his wise stuff. They liked to hear it. They felt like thinking
men when Peach got started.

Peach said: ‘Boys, I reckon there was never
five partners that stuck together as long as us in the way we’ve
stuck together. We go back a long way. Sure, young Samson is pretty
new. But he fits in, don’t he, Cal?’

Hodges said with avuncular pride in his
voice: ‘He fits in just fine.’

The boy did not speak. He wasn’t a boy who
liked to push himself. He did not have any reason to. They all knew
that he was as good at what he did as the rest of them. Maybe
better.

‘Well,’ Peach went on,
‘when you come to think of it, there ain’t nothin’ much we couldn’t
do if we set our minds to it. Why, we could rule a town or rule a
whole goddam state.’

The thought awed them a little, but when
they’d kicked it around for a while, they sat quite easy with
it.

‘You know,’ said Caleb,
‘you ain’t far wrong, young Peach. We could hit whatever we set our
sights on.’

The gaunt man said: ‘You think on it, Cal.
You’ll come up with somethin’ real good.’

Hodges sounded quite dreamy. ‘I’m damned if
I don’t. Now, goodnight, boys.’

They softly chorused good night.


Chapter Three

Sheriff and deputy went to the Belle of
Union that night for their nightcap. When they were in town, it was
their custom. The whiskey was not much good, but they liked Dice
Hoggart’s company. They were drinking, talking a little and
throwing dice with Dice on the bar. Dice was winning. He always
won.

‘Them five strangers,’
said the sheriff, ‘has sure roused my curiosity. You know what I
aim to do, boys?’

‘What?’ they said, as was
intended of them.

‘I’m goin’ to back-track
’em.’

‘Where’ll you find a
tracker?’ asked Horace.

‘Rem McAllister,’ said the
sheriff. ‘He knows his public duty, does Rem.’

They were all three a little drunk by
now.

Dice said: ‘How the hell does he track five
men that scattered to hell all over?’

The sheriff said: ‘Anybody want to bet they
didn’t all end up at the same place?’

Dice and Horace looked at each other. They
shook their heads.

‘I wouldn’t bet with you,
Mal.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because you’re goddam
right.’

They laughed, and the sheriff said: ‘Horry,
first thing tomorrow you ride out to Rem an’ you tell him what I
said.’ The mayor came in from the street and approached the bar. He
offered drinks and was accepted. He then proceeded to state that he
had done McAllister a nice piece of good with those five strangers.
If McAllister played his cards right, he would sell them five
horses.

The sheriff felt that old instinct of his
using the gads on him.

‘I’ll maybe ride with you
in the morning, Horry,’ he said. He never did regret saying
that.


Chapter Four

Those who knew McAllister around this time
always said that this was his prime. I’m never quite sure what they
meant by that, but I imagine they meant that he was at his best
mentally and physically. He was quick and strong, and his reactions
were good. By this time some of that wild recklessness which had
characterized his early years had been toned down some. In short,
he no longer hunted trouble just for the hell of it. When
questioned, McAllister himself said: ‘I just kind of growed
up.’

I suppose one way and another, this was
about the happiest period of his life. He had just about everything
he could ever want, except for a good wife. He had a nice
spread-good grass and water-in a country which had proven itself
ideal for the raising of horses. The grass had within it all those
small things that go to build bone and muscle on a horse.

McAllister was raising a
type of horse which was later to become a recognized breed. It was
the California canelo. That word in Spanish means cinnamon and that’s what these
animals were, cinnamon roans. And, since the days when Fremont had
made his famous ride on a pair of them, men had been regarding them
with some respect. That was in the days, of course, when horses
were the topic of most men’s conversation. Most of the Western
breed of horses were light-framed and quick. These Californian
horses were
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