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IN THE RAW TEXAS TOWN, KILLING WAS THE WAY TO STAY ALIVE

	 

	McLain came to Texas to find peace—and stayed to enforce it with his Colt’s Dragoon pistols and his Sharp’s carbine.

	Zac Moffat came with a stockwhip and a gang of renegades, to take what he could by terror when it worked—by cold-blooded murder if his victims fought back…

	McLain saw his dreams dissolving in a bloody range war. The only way to stop it was more killing—and the only killer who was man enough to do it was McLain.
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Prologue

	 

	THE PLACE HAD continued to grow.

	A high wooden sign—tall enough off the stubborn ground to hang a man from—stood over the trail, the word Garrison branded into it so deep that extremes of weather would not tear it out.

	Behind the sign the trail led to a fifteen-foot watchtower which overlooked a network of army fortifications. A semicircle of earthworks faced east, ditches and ramps which were connected by timber walls and which would be manned within minutes of a warning signal from the guard high in the tower.

	Presently there were forty men stationed at the post, and their mounts were secured in a corral to the rear of the earthworks. Beyond the corral was Captain Frank Donnelly’s command post. A small wooden building with a stovepipe chimney and a Sixth Cavalry flag hoisted from a corner pole. Back of that, a wooden barracks was under construction, the bulk of the framework set in place and one of the walls flat on the ground and ready for raising. Piles of timber, brought in by wagon from the north, were stacked and waiting. Meanwhile, the troopers lived in tents, set with regular precision in three lines stretching away from the rear of the command post.

	But these army constructions were not all of Garrison. Two years ago there had been little but a single-story building, raised up on a couple of feet of stones and with a solid-looking porch running around three sides. At the back two smaller and less substantial additions had been built on and behind these was a corral, big enough to hold perhaps a dozen horses, though there were usually no more than half that number.

	Two years before, there had been this building and a ragged collection of tents and wagons. Things had changed—oh, slowly enough, but change they had.

	For one thing Abraham Kintyre no longer traded from a fancy-painted wagon and an adjacent painted tent. He’d come to an arrangement with the Dochertys, who owned the saloon, to build his own place alongside and expand the goods he sold to include what Alice and Shawn Docherty had been handling before. So now, close by the sign which read Garrison Saloon, was another which proclaimed Abraham Kintyre—Purveyor of the Finest.

	Other buildings had pushed themselves up from amongst the tents of a drifting population. A Scotsman named Angus MacKay had set up a barber shop which also served as a dentist and funeral parlor. Swede—he had a proper name but folk had long since given up attempting to pronounce it—had built around the forge and bellows of his smithy and it was there that local folk took stock that was sickening. Swede wasn’t a veterinarian, but he was the nearest thing to an animal doctor that Garrison had. Almost the closest to a human doctor also: if Swede couldn’t cut it out and Alice Docherty couldn’t soothe it away, then the only choices left to a sick man or woman were riding off in search of the medicine man of the Nokoni Comanche or dying.

	One-Eye Peters had held a barn-raising that had gone on for more than two days and which had resulted in half a dozen troopers being confined to quarters and one being court-martialed for challenging Captain Donnelly to a duel. It had also resulted in One-Eye owning a fine, high building which he now operated as a livery stable and saddlers.

	The troopers were always trying to persuade Gomez, who currently ran the couple of tents at the edge of Garrison where three or four girls from across the border offered their jaded services, that he ought to move into more substantial premises. Every time they pulled down their pants to perform, they complained, the wind blew under the tent flaps something terrible—to say nothing of the foolish silhouettes with their contortions presented to anyone who might be watching outside. But all Gomez did was smile and mumble about the size of his profit margins, a blackened cigar end clamped all the time between blackened teeth.

	Things had changed around Garrison also: changed and grown. For this was a river valley, wide and rich with grass. Hills sheltered it to the north and there was open country to the south and west—a mixture of less verdant grassland and semi-desert, arid and all but bare. North of the valley the San Antonio river ran towards the Gulf of Mexico; one of that river’s tributaries, the Rio Verde, made its course through the center of the valley, keeping it fertile.

	It was cattle country and in eighteen sixty-eight America was crying out for beef.

	There was a problem, however. Much of the best beef was down in Texas: the biggest markets were in the north.

	A couple of years previously, two determined men, Charlie Goodnight and Oliver Loving, had driven their herd north, following existing pioneer or Indian trails. Seven hundred miles from Fort Worth, Texas, to Fort Sumner in New Mexico and from there another drive to the Colorado. At that point the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe as well as the Kansas Pacific railroads were within reach. They would transport the cattle to the stockyards and slaughterhouses of Chicago.

	The Goodnight-Loving Trail was echoed a year later when the trading route of Jesse Chisholm was pioneered into the Chisholm Trail, taking herds from San Antonio to Abilene and other cattle towns in Kansas.

	The bigger ranchers situated around Garrison profited from the opening of these northward routes, along with other Texas cattlemen. Randall French, owner of the French Seven spread midway between Garrison and San Antonio, was about the biggest operator, running over three thousand head in his herd. With the expansion of the market, other settlers had pushed up the size of their stock and new men had bought in from outside, determined to get the most out of the plentiful Rio Verde grazing land. The most purposeful of these was Zac Moffat, a hard-headed Kansan whose Circle Z spread was pushing up against the eastern borders of French Seven range.

	So far competition between them had been confined to the occasional outburst of angry words and a few threatening gestures; on a couple of Saturday nights fighting had threatened to break out between hands from the two outfits whose drinking in the saloon had gone on longer than it should. Both times Shawn Docherty’s military presence and the club he whacked against the top of the bar had cooled things down. Nobody was convinced that would be enough next time around. Garrison seemed to be sitting at the center of a powder keg which was teetering on the edge of exploding and bringing the place down around it.


Chapter One

	 

	IN THOSE LAST two years McLain had changed too, grown some would have said. Grown inside. Grown roots as well. A Missouri farmer who had come to Texas after taking the amnesty at the end of the War Between the States, he had been the one who had believed in Alice Patterson’s dream that the huddle of tents and wagons that had grown up around the army encampment would become a settled place for folk to live and center a life on—a town. Alice had clung to that dream when she had married Shawn Docherty after the sergeant’s time in the army had run out. She changed her name but not her idea. Alice wasn’t a young woman, but she was strong and determined. She used Shawn’s strength and added it to her own, just as she used McLain: and just as they used her, depended upon her. All three depended one upon the other—they were strong together, stronger because they were together.

	McLain had ridden south and west to Texas when he was twenty-five; now he was twenty-eight and in his manner, his common sense, often gave the impression of being older still. He was a man who had been married and had known what it was like to love and cherish a wife. Until his farm had been burned out and his wife killed. He had known war: had ridden as a guerrilla with Bloody Bill Anderson and Butcher Harvey until he had come to loathe the stench of human blood yet understand that there were times when it must be spilt. Times and reasons.

	McLain had brought his brace of Colt’s Dragoon pistols from the war and he had not forgotten how to use them. He had brought his .50 caliber Sharps buffalo gun and his precision with that weapon had increased until he was capable of being accurate at distances of up to a mile.

	McLain controlled his expertise with arms, his general ability as a fighter; controlled them as a mature man does. He was still cast in an ambivalent position within the community of Garrison and the surrounding Rio Verde valley. He was not a lawman, neither was he a lawmaker. And yet, increasingly, he performed those functions. When Cody Garrett and his men stole the army’s gold and made a mockery of Alice’s wedding, it was McLain who went after them and retrieved both money and honor. When the Mexican bandit, Jesus Angelo, brought his brigands north of the border and raided the settlement for horses and gold, it was McLain who brought two of the Mexicans back to face a rope. When the Comanche last raided a wagon carrying supplies in from San Antonio, it was McLain who rode up into the hills as scout for the cavalry patrol and led the retribution.

	At other times, he worked for Alice and Shawn as bouncer in the saloon; he teamstered, leading mule trains from San Antonio which carried supplies to Garrison and the larger ranches; he used his Sharps to hunt game in the hills, enough to stock Alice’s kitchen with which she fleshed out the military diet of the troopers as well as feeding visiting cowboys.

	One thing no one did was question him.

	No, ‘What you doing here?

	‘What badge you wearing?

	‘Who are you to tell me what to do?’

	Maybe it was the two big Dragoon pistols.

	Maybe it was the stare of those bright, keen eyes.

	More likely it was that he was there. Solidly, impressively there at Garrison’s center, like rock.

	‘Mornin’, John T!’ Shawn’s cheery boom echoed from back of the bar, where he was changing barrels ready for another Saturday night.

	‘Mornin’, John T!’ called Alice from the stove close by the shorter side wall.

	McLain nodded towards Shawn, gestured with a quick wave of the hand and a smile towards Alice. He made his way towards the center table, the one where he usually took his breakfast, the slabs of yellow light from the windows falling on either side of it, not quite striking the edges.

	The room was long and low-ceilinged and the bar stretched almost the length of the rear wall. The side wall where Alice was pushing potatoes around in a big iron skillet had held the trade goods counter before the couple had struck up their arrangement with Abraham Kintyre and that side of the business had been transferred next door. A new stove had been put in to help Alice cater for the growing number of hungry mouths around. At first they’d thought to place it in one of the back rooms, but the heat was welcome in the winter and besides—the smell of good cooking seemed to make folk drink more and the more they drank the more they wanted to eat.

	‘Here she is.’

	Alice smiled and set the large oval plate down in front of McLain’s appraising gaze. As well as potatoes, there was salt bacon and a sizeable order of beans, a couple of eggs and a slice of fresh-cured Virginia ham that had come in with McLain from San Antonio just the day before.

	McLain never failed to be pleased and surprised by the quality of Alice’s breakfasts, even though he’d been sampling them regularly ever since he occupied one of the back rooms of the saloon a couple of years before.

	‘Good trip?’ she asked, watching with pleasure of her own as McLain tasted the bacon and clearly enjoyed it. There were moments—thoughtful, slightly troubled moments—when she was concerned about the fact that she got more pleasure from preparing food for McLain than she did for Shawn. Not that she thought of Shawn with anything less than love, only…

	McLain wiped his mouth with the back of his left hand, smearing his face with grease. ‘Made pretty good time. Yeah, it was okay.’

	‘Yet you don’t sound right about it?’ Alice persisted.

	McLain looked at her, shrugged, and forked a piece of potato.

	‘How come, John T?’

	‘For heaven’s sake, Alice,’ came Shawn’s voice from the far side of the room. ‘Let the man eat his food in peace and stop troubling him with so many questions.’

	Alice raised her hand and pushed at a strand of grey hair where it had fallen down from the bun at the back of her head.

	She held her tongue, but she didn’t shift from the table; stared at McLain and waited for him to answer. Shawn landed an empty barrel on top of the bar counter with a hollow clatter.

	‘Rode by the French Seven …’

	‘And?’

	McLain shrugged again, pushed a piece of bacon from between his teeth with the tip of his tongue. ‘Passed the time of day with Frenchy—he didn’t sound too happy about the way things are going down that part of the valley.’

	Alice nodded, reading the cattleman’s thoughts before McLain could express them.

	‘He’s been seeing more of the Circle Z men than he likes. Oh, they ain’t doin’ anything you can call directly hostile. No fighting with French Seven hands, none of the stock been tampered with, far as he can tell. They’re just around. One hell of a lot more’n they should be. A couple of riders on the rim of a valley. Man with a rifle up by the tree line. Doin’ nothing. Watchin’ and waitin’.’

	McLain glanced up at Alice and saw the lines of concern deepen in her face.

	‘Why don’t he send ’em about their own business?’ suggested Shawn from behind the counter. He picked up his club and waded it through the air, bringing it down in his own large palm with a smack. The former sergeant’s face changed into a broken-toothed grin.

	McLain leaned back in his chair, a piece of bacon on the end of his fork. ‘Just what Frenchy don’t want to do. Why he thinks Moffat’s got his men ridin’ round the way they are. If Moffat can provoke the French Seven hands into using their guns, he’s got right on his side and he’s got the guns to take what he wants.’

	‘Which is what?’ asked Shawn, coming round from the counter.

	‘French Seven land.’

	‘All of it?’ whistled Shawn.

	McLain smiled with his eyes. ‘Whatever he can get.’

	Alice was shaking her head, tightening the grip of her hand upon the hem of her apron. ‘Moffat’s got over two thousand head already. What does he want more for? And besides, if he wants to expand there are other directions …’

	McLain spoke through a mouthful of food. ‘Moffat’s got two thousand an’ Frenchy’s runnin’ close to three. That beefs fetchin’ good prices at the end of a drive. Moffat wants as much as he can.’

	‘Well, then .…’ Alice’s apron was screwed tight.

	‘Well, he can graze a bigger herd off away from the river valley, but that won’t serve his purpose. The grass ain’t so good and the steers won’t fatten the same. No use drivin’ cows that are already skinny all the way up to the railhead and get paid for ’em by weight. That won’t pay the wages of them as herds ’em north.’ McLain spat a piece of gristle neatly into the palm of his hand and transferred it to the plate. ‘No: Frenchy’s got the best pasture in that area and Moffat’s set his mind to ownin’ it, fillin’ it with as many Circle Z steers as he can.’

	‘Damn him!’ shouted Shawn and whacked the wooden club down on to his hand so hard that Alice feared her husband’s bones would be in danger. ‘There ought to be something we can do about it. By God, there ought.’

	‘Isn’t there?’ asked Alice, lowering her voice and looking down at McLain.

	‘I don’t know,’ answered McLain after a few moments. ‘I honestly don’t know.’

	‘Couldn’t you ride out there,’ said Alice, ‘talk to him? Moffat, I mean.’

	McLain shook his head. ‘I doubt that’d do any good. You’ve seen the way he struts around whenever he rides into Garrison. He ain’t the kind of man who rests easy while you talk to him. Especially if you’re fixin’ to say things he don’t want to hear. And he knows I’m friendly with Frenchy. He’d think no more than that I was takin’ Frenchy’s side in things.’ McLain shrugged. ‘An’ I guess he wouldn’t be far wrong. What I’ve seen of Zac Moffat I sure ain’t liked.’

	Alice turned away and walked to the stove. While she poured the coffee from the blackened enamel pot into a thick china cup, she was considering what McLain had said. It worried her a good deal. Not that she was afraid of the fighting if it came down to that. She’d heard too many arrows and bullets sail close to her head, bandaged and scrubbed too many wounds to ever be frightened again. Her worries were for the community, for the valley, for Garrison. When things seemed to be settling down so well, for this to happen…

	Alice shook her head angrily and a few more strands of hair fell away from her bun. She ignored them, set McLain’s coffee cup down alongside his plate.

	McLain looked up at her and smiled: a smile that told her not to worry, everything would work out. Hadn’t it in the past?

	Alice answered his smile; for no more than a second she covered one of his hands with her own.

	‘Tell you what, Alice?’ said McLain.

	‘Yes?’

	‘If you got a chunk of bread to wipe up this juice here …’

	Alice, still smiling, shook her head from
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