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They called themselves the
Cowboys. They
had the whole country tied up tight. A man couldn’t carry a poke of
gold or shift an ore wagon without them knowing. They had spies
everywhere and a hundred guns to back them. Only one man dared to
stand against them. Rem McAllister. A man who had quit law
enforcement. A man who hated pinning his badge back on. And when
they trampled on him, humiliated him, kidnaped and threatened to
kill his stepson, they made a big and fatal mistake.
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Chapter One

 


REM MCALLISTER
STOOD motionless in
the shadow of the livery barn and studied the street.

For the first time since
coming here two
years ago, he saw the place objectively and saw it for what it was:
a week-end haven for cowhands who wanted to snap their drunken
fingers at respectability: a brothel for the miners who weekly
turned the streets into a battleground; a market for the men who
wanted the easy dollar and wanted it fast.

And he knew that he was no
better than the rest of them. Sure he loved the place and the whole
damned, sun-scorched country, but he had come here to make money
and he was well on the way to doing it. Maybe he had kept his hands clean
and maybe he hadn’t. He had a couple of thousand in the bank, he
had made friends, men trusted him and kids stopped for a word on
the street. A man could do a lot worse than that. For McAllister,
reared in the wild places of the West, suckled on an Indian and
weaned on a Colt .44, it meant that he had found a new
world.

Could he keep it? he asked himself and could
find no answer.

Turning his head, he stared
uptown at the lights on the hill. Nob Hill people were
calling it
now, ever since Linton Raynor had built his house there and brought
Helen home to grace it. The town had taken on a new tone from that
moment. When the woman had stepped off the stage, the town was on
the map of respectability, ceased to be a man-only world in which
the only females might have a man’s lust and even his love, but
never his respect. Things were different now. There was a church,
sewing bees, clean collars and neck-ties. McAllister wondered if he
could stay the course, but knew that he must have a try. Two years
back he had set his face against the wilderness and turned it
towards civilization.

A group of men had come out of
the Lucky
Strike and
stood in the dust with the light of a solitary lamp striking their
faces. They held together, talking, and McAllister knew what they
were talking about. The same as he was thinking about.
Raynor.

Waiting until the group broke
up, McAllister stepped from cover and walked on to the street to
meet a man walking towards Nob Hill, hands in pockets, head
down in
thought.

McAllister called
softly:
“Jack.”

The man stopped and peered towards
him.

“Who is it?”

“McAllister.”

The man relaxed and came on.

“You gave me quite a
start.”

McAllister smiled in the
darkness and said: “You were miles away. Well,
what’s the
verdict?”

Jack Gold was a Jew, thick set
and with a fair head like a bull’s. An astute, cautious yet bold man. He
was a trader in anything what would show a quick profit however
small. McAllister liked him not for any amiability in his
character, but because he was a complete man and did not pretend to
be something he was not.

Gold cocked his big head on one side and
shrugged his shoulders.

“There was a miner killed in
broad daylight this afternoon within spitting distance of Main
Street. He was known to be carrying five hundred dollars in gold. While
we’re standing here talking some poor devil could be having his
throat cut and nobody the wiser.”

McAllister waited. He knew all this.

“So?” he asked.

“So those dumb fools should have
more sense.” Gold was angry and anger was rare in him. He considered it
unbusinesslike. “They’re scared stiff and being scared never paid
off. I can’t convince them that they cannot afford to be scared,
that they cannot afford to stay here if they are.”

“So no
vigilantes.”

“No nothing, man. All they’ve done is to
scare themselves some more. We have to have hired law here. We have
to pay a killer prima donna wages to clean this place
up.”

“What does Charlie Krantz
say?”

Krantz was the mayor and had
been a good man until the killings started.

“Charlie! My God, you
wouldn’t
have heard. There’s been an open threat made against him and he’s
almost made up his mind to quit.”

They stood united by their
mutual worry, thinking about that, remembering what a good man
Charlie had been and how much of a loss he would be if he
resigned.

McAllister asked: “Would it help if I go see
Charlie?”

“Yeah, it just might. You do
that, Rem.” Gold slapped him on the arm half-heartedly.
“You’re
probably wasting your time, but try. Me … I’m going to get quietly
drunk all on my lonesome.’’

McAllister laughed
without humor.

“Save a drop for me,
I’ll join
you later.’’

“Do that.”

They parted, Gold going
heavy-footed towards Nob Hill, McAllister tramping downtown through
the dust, kicking it up so that it teased his nostrils as potent as
snuff. The boys were kicking over the traces in the
Lucky Strike
and a piano was
twanging out a melody; two Mexicans sat in the dust near the old
well under the almost leafless tree; men strolled like dark shadows
through the hot night. West of Main, McAllister turned to the
right, walked along Donaphan and came to a two-storied house
standing in a pleasant garden. There was a light in the parlor.
McAllister wondered if Susan was there. Thinking that a man should
not have brought a girl like Susan to a place like this, he knocked
on the door. The murmur of voices he had heard coming from the
parlor stopped abruptly. He waited out three minutes and, as the
door did not open, he knocked again, louder.

Cautious footsteps sounded
beyond the door and a man’s voice inquired: “Who’s there?” That was
Charlie’s voice, whispering unnaturally, apprehension showing even
in the muffled tone. A brief misgiving touched McAllister. This was
what the town had come to.

“McAllister,” he
said.

A bolt was withdrawn and the
door opened six inches, revealing a pale blur of flesh around one
edge. An eye glittered in the light of a distant lamp, inspected McAllister
and blinked once.

The door was opened a foot
wider and Charlie Krantz said in a shamed voice: “Come on in, Rem.”
Over his shoulder, he called softly, ‘‘Don’t fret, honey, it’s only
Rem.”

McAllister stepped inside
and found
himself with a woman on one hand and a man on the other in the
darkness of the hall. He knew that Krantz was ready for him to
start joshing him about his scare, but he’d be damned before he
brought the subject up. The idea of his old friend and the mayor of
this town being like this shocked him.

The girl touched his arm in the
darkness and he felt the warmth of her fingers through the calico of his
shirt. He would have been a liar if he had said he did not like
it.

“Just wanted a word with you,
Charlie.
Won’t take but a minute.”

Normally Krantz would have
roared at the idea that he’d spend only a minute, demand that he have a
drink, start off on some rambling comic tale of some citizen or one
he had heard from a passing drummer. Now he had one subject on his
mind and his tongue was impatient to air it.

He said, “Have you heard?”

“Heard what?”

“The threat made against me. You
must of heard. The whole town’s talking about it.” The man’s breath was audible
in the closeness of the hall, the girl’s fingers pressed on his
arm.

“Sure, I heard.”

“But they mean it,
Rem.”

“Why else should they make
it?”

Exasperation sounded in
Krantz’s
voice.

“Is that all you have to say.
Don’t you
realize …? Look, Rem, we’ve had three men killed this week. Three.
One a week’s our limit. Things have been bad for months now, but
it’s never come to this. Men robbed in daylight. Something’s got to
be done.”

“Let’s go into the light,” McAllister
said. He wanted to see the transformation in this man in spite of
himself, knowing he would hate the sight. He wanted to look at the
girl and see if this fear was contagious.

“Sure, sure,” Krantz said and
led the way into the parlor.

The room was the same as ever,
showing what a woman could do even in a town like
this—chintz
on the chairs, pretty curtains, flowers even in this sun-scorched
hole. Sue was a wonder. He turned to look at her and saw the signs
of strain on her fair face. But she was not scared, he’d bet on
that. The grey eyes looked back at him steadily, the full red lips
were firm. She was not tall and she was inclined to plumpness, but
she carried herself beautifully and had the finely arched back of a
dancer.

When he looked at her father,
his sense of shock increased. He looked sick. There was a
food-stain on the lapel of his broadcloth. He looked a travesty of the
best-dressed man in town. McAllister knew that he was fifty, but he
looked an old old man. The full cheeks seemed to have shrunken in
since last he had seen him. That was yesterday when they had
drunk and
laughed together, here in this very room. Ten years before they had
met in Cheyenne and McAllister had seen Krantz shoot a man on the
open street coolly and without regret.

“Got a drink to spare?”
McAllister asked, wanting one for Krantz more than for
himself.

“Yeah … I could do with one
myself.”

The girl protested with
“Pa—”, but
Krantz had lifted the bottle from the table and was pouring. When
they had drunk, some color seeped into his cheeks and he said:
“That’s better.”

“I can’t understand it,” McAllister said.
“Jack Gold and his friends have the only solution. But you won’t go
along with it.”

Krantz sat down and thumped his fist on the
table. With his first words, he was excited, expelling his fear
with anger.

“It’s not right and you know it,” he
almost shouted. We can’t have that kind of law in this
town.”

“You’ve got that kind of law only it’s
the other way around. It’s being applied to you instead of by you.”

Krantz glared up at him.

“You start that kind of thing
and you never know where’s it’s going to stop. I fought most of my life
for decent law in the West.” That was a lie. Krantz knew it and
knew that McAllister knew it. “You start a vigilantes and you have
masked men riding the streets at night, personal feuds being
settled … hell, no, I’ll never tolerate a thing like
that.”

McAllister leaned on the table
and said:
“What’s your alternative? If there is one.”

Krantz blinked. Some of his anger seeped
away and the fear crept back.

“A good lawman,” he said
without much confidence.

“A gunman, sitting most of his day playing
poker and the rest sorting out his enemies. You and I’ve seen
enough of that, Charlie. We don’t want that here. You’ll never get
a decent lawman in here and the pickings will have to be good to
attract the other kind.”

“Better one man than a dozen with a
rope.”

McAllister stabbed a finger at his
friend.

“There must be a dozen men
in this town who would round these killers up without covering up
their faces. Do it out in the open. Lead them, Charlie.”

Krantz stood up
abruptly. There was
anger again in his voice when he spoke. Spite tinged it.

“You lead them,” he bawled. “You’re so damned interested
in law around here.
Lead ‘em yourself and find out what it feels like to be threatened
by them.” His voice dropped to a whisper as he appealed to
McAllister. “You don’t know what it’s like, Rem. My God, do you
realize I’ve got so I spook every time there’s a sound outside the
window. It’s not just me, it’s the girl. All a man has to do is
spot a lighted window, poke a shotgun through the glass and blast
away.”

McAllister wandered miserably to the
door.

“Yeah, I know how you feel,” he
said. He had come close up to the door where the girl was standing.
She was watching him closely. “Maybe it would be a good idea to get
Sue out of
town.”

“I won’t go,” she said and her voice was
remarkably calm compared to her father’s. But McAllister knew it
was easier for her to be calm than Charlie—he knew what it was like
when a man was maimed by gunshots for life, he had seen men dying
for days after being shot in the belly. He was getting old and the
memories of a hard life were stored in his mind for his imagination
to draw on.

“It’d take a weight off your dad’s
mind,” McAllister told her and she shrugged. “Well, Charlie, I
reckon I’m doing no good here. I’ll get along.”

Krantz crossed the room to him.

“Rem,” he said earnestly,
“we’ve been
friends a long time.

“I don’t ask this lightly … take
the marshal’s badge.”

McAllister had felt this
question coming for a good few days now and had dreaded it. Maybe he had hoped
to escape from this room without hearing it, maybe that was why he
was in a hurry and so enthusiastic about the formation of the
vigilantes.

Because it hurt him to
say ‘no’, he
made a joke of it.

“You’re forgetting I’m respectable now,”
he said. “My gun is a good gun … rusted solid. I’ve lost the touch
and maybe the nerve too. Besides, it’s the prerogative of business
men to leave the nasty things of life to others, preferably hired
others.”

He knew from the look on
Krantz’s
face that he had held the suggestion ready all evening, for days
probably. Charlie had thought all his own troubles could be solved
by playing on the cupidity and pride of a man who no longer had
either. He traded for cash, sure, but he wasn’t breaking his neck
to make the stuff, nor risking his neck. For a moment, he
thought the
Dutchman would break into tears, the thick lips puckered, and the
small eyes screwed themselves up.

“I never thought it would
come to this,” he said in a voice that shook.

McAllister could not prevent himself
remarking meaningly: “Neither did I, but we all change,
Charlie.”

He nodded and walked out into
the hall, hearing the soft rustle of the girl’s dress as she followed him
into the dark. When he stopped before opening the door, her hand
was on his arm again, but the sadness in him made him forego the
sense of pleasure that came from her touch.

“You were hard on him, Rem.
He’s an old
man,” she whispered.

“He won’t save himself or anybody else this
way,” McAllister told her, feeling bad about using the words to a
man’s daughter. “Lordy, he’s the mayor, Sue.”

“Would you wear the badge if I
asked you?” she asked, and he knew that she was abashed at her own
boldness. There had been nothing spoken between them and she was
counting on something that might only be in her own mind.

“No,” he replied.
“I’m sorry.
Would you leave town if I asked you?”

“No … and I’m not sorry.”

He patted the fingers on his
sleeve and said: “That makes you a better man than I am, I guess,”
opened the door and stepped out into the closeness of the night. The door
closed behind him before his bootheels hit the path.
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Chapter Two

 


GOING DOWN MAIN, somebody called him from
the shadows of the alleyway that ran between the
Emperial
Emporium and
the dress-shop. As he turned and walked in that direction a man
stepped into the open and showed himself to be Linton Raynor.
McAllister could not see his face nor any details of his dress, but
there was no mistaking the confidence in the way the man carried
himself. Soft living had put no fat on his well-proportioned
height, nor robbed him of his athlete’s poise. A handsome man
handsomely dressed, well-spoken and well-thought of. McAllister
reckoned he was the only human being in town who could not tolerate
the sight of him. He could not say why, but he guessed it was
jealousy. Raynor had that touch of culture and civilization that
he, McAllister, would never have. A man who had been reared the way
he had been could not expect to be transformed into a civilized man
in a couple of years. He still had the mark of a gunman on him,
even Charlie could see that and had instinctively thought he could
take to the gun again. Bitterly, he gave Raynor back his friendly
greeting.

“This is a real
coincidence,” Raynor was saying. “Here I was thinking of you and
along you come.” When McAllister found nothing to say to this, he
went on: “I wanted to have a talk with you.”

Reluctantly, McAllister said: “Sure, go
ahead.”

“This is a little public.
How about coming up to my place?” The rich aroma of his cigar was
heavy on the still air.

“Sorry,” McAllister told him, “I
have something to attend to that won’t wait.”

For once, Raynor
sounded
abashed.

“Well … this isn’t the kind of thing you
can plough right into. Need’s a little leading up to, if you see
what I mean.”

To increase the
man’s slight
embarrassment, McAllister let his reply hang fire a
moment.

“Sorry, I don’t. If you have a proposition
or are asking a favor-shoot.”

Raynor laughed.

“Hell, Mack,
you’re not
in the right kind of a mood for what I have to say. Let’s make it
another time.”

If there was anything in this
world that McAllister hated, it was to be called
Mack.

“Go ahead,” he said shortly.
“Don’t be
bashful.”

Raynor hesitated, then blurted:
“It’s like
this … Why, we want some law and order in this neck of the woods.
All this ruffianism is starting to affect business. You can’t
afford that any more than I can.”

McAllister tried to guess what was coming,
but for the life of him he could not. He had Raynor on a string for
some reason unknown to him and he liked the sensation.

“True enough,” he said.

“Well, let’s have some law and
order.”

“Just like that.”
McAllister saw light. Raynor was going to suggest that damned
badge. Charlie had been talking.

“Just like that. This
country’s a
county only nobody’s gotten around to electing a
sheriff.”

This is a new
one,
McAllister thought. I never thought higher than a town-marshal.

Sarcastically, he asked: “And who do you
suggest for sheriff?”

Raynor coughed, politely
putting a hand to his mouth. Even the cough sounded
embarrassed.

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you
about. You’re a man of some influence in this town.” This was the
first time McAllister had heard it, but he supposed it might be
true. “Now, I reckon if I had you and Krantz behind me, I could
pull it off.”

McAllister was shaken.

“You?” he could not help
saying.

“Why be so surprised? I
have spoken with several substantial citizens and they have agreed
to give me their support. A number suggested the idea before I
decided to do it.”

McAllister said: “Have
you any
experience in that kind of thing?”

Raynor laughed again.

“Heavens, man, I
don’t intend
to be the gun-toting western lawman. This is politics. I’ll hire me
four or five deputies, have a chief deputy to run the police side
of it. Look, don’t give me your decision now. Think about it. Sleep
on it, as they say.” A strong finger tapped McAllister on the
chest. “Remember, it never did a man any harm to be a county
sheriff’s friend.” This was said archly with a deep and manly
chuckle in the throat. McAllister was glad that it was dark and his
face could not be seen.

“Sure, Raynor,” he said.
“I’ll think
about it. I didn’t intend to be unmannerly, it just came as a
surprise to me.” He felt smug as he said that … it was just the
kind of thing a real civilized gentleman would say.

Raynor slapped him on the
shoulder and said heartily: “There’s lots of angles to this. Think ‘em over
and get your vote ready. Say, an even better idea, come up to my
place to dinner one evening. Mrs. Raynor only said last evening why
the heck I hadn’t asked you.”

“That’s mighty kind,” McAllister said.
“Thank her for me.” He doubted if she had said anything of the
sort, but he was touched by the thought of a lady like Mrs. Raynor
wanting him at her dinner table.

As he turned away, Raynor said
something about how he relied on MacAllister’s support, but he did not
listen. He wanted to get home. He had had enough for one
day.

His house lay on the outskirts
of town to the east … a small place, unpretentious, built by the Mexicans
before there were many white men in these parts and had been a part
of his wife’s property. She had lost nearly everything, but had
clung to the house because her father had built it. Men talked
behind his back about his living in a native ’dobe, but he had
never heard them and it had not entered his head that he was doing
anything unusual. Such places had been good enough for his old man,
so it was good enough for him.

Whenever he came near the place
he thought of Esmeralda and as she entered his mind now he felt that he had
been guilty of some treachery by finding pleasure in Sue Krantz.
Sue was a fine girl, but Esmeralda … Sometimes he wondered if time
made something of her that she had never been, but when he saw her
son Pepe, he knew that was not true. The boy had all his mother’s
looks and courage. And character. As usual, the wish that Esmeralda
had lived to see his modest success came to him and as usual he
remembered the night she had died.

Four years ago almost
to the day
it had been. Crewsville, Arizona. The self-preserving fear that she
should have known had not been in her. She thought she had been
helping him and had run into a stray bullet from a drunken miner,
or a cowhand, or a teamster, one of the thousands of fools who
carried guns and felt more mannish because they did so. That night
he had taken his badge off, his gun too. Neither meant anything
anymore. They still did not mean anything.

She had been a widow; Marshal
Morales’
wife and Pepe was their son. McAllister remembered Morales with
regret and without jealousy. He had stood for the law when other
men had paid homage to
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