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The Comanche took the girl
off a looted stage. They killed her mother but they made the
mistake of leaving her father alive under the Texan sun. He lived
long enough to tell John T. McLain about the raid, and McLain
wasn’t the kind of man to let a white girl get savaged — not by
anyone. Now he must rely on his guns and his abilities to rescue
the girl and come away alive!
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Prologue

 


TO THE NORTH, the valley was sheltered by
hills, where the San Antonio ran down towards the distant Gulf of
Mexico, a tributary called the Rio Verde branching off to meander
the length of the bottomland. To the east, the grass ran away to
the ocean. To the south and west there was fine, open range, giving
gradual way to arid desert country and the craggy peaks that marked
the boundary of Texas. Within the confines of the valley the grass
was lush, the land sheltered by the hills and watered by the
stream. It was a good place to live.

Once it had been the
hunting ground of the Nokoni Comanche, and at first the fierce
horse-warriors had opposed all newcomers. They had destroyed the
mission built by the conquistadores
of Don Jose de Vizcaya y Torreon and hurled
themselves against the fortified walls of the buildings that took
its place. Those walls stood firm, though the men and women behind
them changed as the pages of history turned. Mexican settlers lived
there, then the troops of Santa Ana, then – after the Alamo and San
Jacinto – the Texicans moved into their new-won state and the
mission crumbled. It was used again by the grey-clad forces of the
Confederacy during the bloody years of the Civil War, and when that
conflict ended, the blue-coat soldiers of the North raised the
banner of Old Glory in place of the Stars and Bars.

Flags are changed more easily than
sympathies, and the years of internecine fighting had lent strength
to the Comanche, so the government of the newly-formed United
States had deemed it wise to post a garrison in the Rio Verde
valley. And the old Spanish mission was replaced with an Army
post.

There were watch towers
now, and timbered walls linked with earthworks and defensive
ditches. A permanent detachment of cavalry under the command of
Captain Frank Donnely. Beyond the Army post, spreading either side
of the wide avenue known inevitably as Main Street, a town was
growing. There was a marker out on the trail coming in from Fort
Davis and Laredo and another on the San Antonio trail to the north.
They were both high enough a man could read them from horseback,
the word Garrison burned deep into the wood. That was what the inhabitants
called their settlement: Garrison, because it had grown with the
Army post.

At first there had been
only the saloon-cum-trading post started by Alice and Shawn
Docherty. Now, that was the largest building in town, with a sign
out front announcing it as the Garrison
Saloon. The trading that still went on
took place in the adjacent building, where the painted sign read
grandiosely, Abraham Kintyre – Purveyor of
the Finest. Pushing Main Street farther
along the trail were Angus MacKay’s barber shop – or dental parlor
or undertaker’s, depending on the immediate needs of the situation
– and a smithy manned by a hugely-muscled, gentle Scandinavian
everyone called Swede. A man called One-Eye Peters ran a livery
stable and stage stop for the line Tevis Stark had opened between
Brownsville on the coast and San Antonio, taking in Lake Falcon and
Laredo and Fort Davis before swinging through Garrison en route to
the north. At the farther end of the street, close to the Army
post, there was a timber building where a Mexican called Gomez ran
a clutch of working girls.

These were the longest established of the
structures that made Garrison a real town, but there were more
growing inexorably outwards from the core. Most of the surrounding
country was already staked, the largest area claimed by Randall
French’s French Seven ranch, though settlers still drifted in to
homestead what was left. A few stayed on in town, mostly living out
of their wagons, or under canvas. One of the few buildings that was
purely a home belonged to Janey Page, who had lost a husband to the
Comanche. Now Janey was the closest thing Garrison had to a
schoolteacher – when sufficient pupils of whatever age chose to
learn something – and a seamstress. Her cabin was a spruce,
timber-built structure with a garden out back where the seed
ordered from Abe Kintyre’s Sears, Roebuck were beginning to show
results.

One of the more recent additions was the
solid adobe cube with bars on the windows and the sign that
read:

 


Jail.

Marshal – John T.
McLain.

 


McLain had been there when it all began. He
had come down out of Missouri after the War Between the States with
no more to his name than the horse he rode and the clothes he wore
as casually as the brace of Colt’s Dragoon pistols he carried. He
had been a farmer until the Kansas Redlegs burned him out and
killed his wife. After that, he had taken his big .54 caliber
Sharps carbine and gone to war. He had joined with the guerrilla
called Bloody Bill Anderson, who had given him the Dragoons. A
fighter called Butcher Harvey had taught him how to use them, and
he had ridden with the Missouri raiders all the way to the Amnesty.
After that he had gone back to his farm and set his wife’s marker
back in position. There hadn’t been much left of the house, and
nothing at all of the desire he had felt to farm there. A man
called Josey Wales had told him, Go to Texas. And he had gone.

He had come down with nothing and found a
new home. Alice and Shawn Docherty had befriended him, and for a
spell as the town grew McLain had just kind of helped it along
because he didn’t have anywhere else to go. He had bull-whipped
supply trains through from San Antonio and scouted for the Army. He
had used his skill with the buffalo gun to provide meat before the
ranches got started. He had worked as a peacekeeper in the
saloon.

He was a big man, tall and
powerful, with authority in his features that he could back with
fists or guns. He had become an unofficial lawman until the town
decided it needed its own recognized peace officer and gave McLain
the job. Now he wore a five-pointed star hammered out in Swede’s
smithy and newcomers called him Marshal, rather than by his
name.

He belonged somewhere again.

And belonging could mean problems.

One was Frank Donnely. Back in the early
days McLain had pulled the captain out of a Nokoni ambush barely in
time to save the garrison from the main attack. That mistake had
blighted Donnely’s career: he was around McLain’s age and by now
should have made major, a lack of promotion he blamed on the
Missouri man. The mutual dislike they had felt for one another was
tempered now with a degree of respect, but there was a fresh bone
between them.

Janey Page was flattered by Donnely’s
attentions, but when she allowed herself to face the facts, she had
to admit she would rather they came from John T. McLain. The
trouble was the big brown-haired Missouri man wasn’t much given to
the Eastern courtesies the captain lavished on the pretty blonde
woman. The death of his wife had left a core of emptiness inside
him that he wasn’t sure he was yet ready to let anyone fill. And
Janey – having lost one man to a violent death – wasn’t sure she
wanted to make obvious her feelings for a man who lived by the gun.
So she held Frank at arm’s length while she and McLain both held up
their private fences.

Which was definitely not
the case where Belle Hannett was concerned. Belle was someone Janey
would have called a woman, rather than a
lady. She had dark red
hair and customarily wore cosmetics to emphasize her natural good
looks, just as her dresses tended to emphasize her other
attributes. No one was quite sure why she was stopping over in
Garrison, but Janey knew for certain that she was making a play for
John T. McLain.

McLain knew it too. There was no way he
could ignore it. It was another of his problems, because he wasn’t
sure what he wanted to do about it.

And now Belle was making it all the more
difficult...

 



Chapter One

 


‘YOU DID WHAT?’

McLain stared at the red-headed woman seated
in his only chair. Sunlight slanted through the barred windows
flanking the jailhouse door, striking gleaming highlights from the
burnished copper piled about her face. The upsweep of her hair
emphasized the pale length of the slender neck, as did the black
Velvet ribbon fastened at her throat with an oval gold brooch. She
wore a dark green dress that covered enough it should have been
demure, but somehow wasn’t, dainty white gloves and a tiny,
beribboned bonnet. A parasol in the same shade of green lay across
his desk. An amused smile lay on Belle’s full lips.

‘I bought him out. That
trip I made to San Antonio? I wasn’t just buying clothes – I
stopped by the bank, too.’

‘I guess you did.’ McLain
hiked his left hip to a more comfortable position on the desk.
Sometime he was going to have to get a second chair. But now he let
the sentence tail off, curiously embarrassed. Belle finished it for
him: ‘How could I find the money?’

‘Something like that.’
McLain felt some of his embarrassment dissolve as she went on
smiling.

‘I had money.’ She
shrugged, her green eyes not leaving his face. ‘Savings. I was
married once, and that made it easier. I borrowed some
more.’

McLain frowned slightly, wondering just
where the money had come from originally. Wondering what Belle had
done to earn it. He knew nothing of her past: she had never spoken
of her life before she arrived in Garrison, and it had never
occurred to him to ask. Even now, with the War Between the States
fading to a memory, it was tacitly understood that folk had their
reasons for coming to Texas, and it wasn’t the done thing to go
prying into the why of it. It wasn’t his business.

‘It ain’t my business,’ he
said.

Belle went on smiling at him and it was hard
for him to tell whether it was amusement or challenge or invitation
sparking in her eyes.

‘It could be,' she
said.

‘I’m the marshal,’ he
replied, thinking that her teeth were very white and her lips very
red. ‘I got a job.’

The two things go together.’ Belle eased
back in the chair, drawing silk taut over the thrust of her bosom.
‘We could do it together.’

McLain grinned, ignoring the innuendo. ‘I
never thought to see Gomez sell out.’

‘Most people have a price,’
Belle murmured. ‘I offered Gomez a good one. He can go on home to
Mexico and live pretty good now.’

‘While you run the …’
Again, he faltered, disconcerted by the woman. He had been going to
say whorehouse.
He changed it to, ‘cathouse’.

‘It doesn’t make me one.’
Belle’s face stayed calm. ‘I’ll be running the place, not working
there.’

‘No. Yeah.’ McLain felt his
face redden under the tan and asked a little too quickly, ‘What’ll
you call it?’

‘Maison Belle,’ answered
the redhead, her voice enthusiastic. ‘What do you
think?’

The big man shrugged. ‘I don’t know. What’s
the first word mean?’

‘It’s French,’ Belle told
him. ‘Means house. My name’s French, too. For
beautiful.’

‘Yeah,’ McLain agreed,
leaving the woman to decide with what. ‘House
Beautiful.’

‘It can also mean Belle’s
House,’ she said. ‘Depending on which way you look at it. Either
way, I like it. How do you think the rest of them will take
it?’

It didn’t sound like she cared much, and
McLain knew she wasn’t talking about the name. ‘I ain’t sure,’ he
said. ‘Reckon the soldiers’ll take to it, but I don’t know about
the others.’

‘They accepted Gomez.’
There was a hint of defiance in her voice now, reminding him that
she was just about the most independent woman he had ever known.
‘Why not me?’

‘You’re a woman,’ he
explained. ‘There’s folk might not think it’s
respectable.’

‘It’s not against the law.’
Belle’s petticoats rustled as she crossed her legs. McLain saw a
trim ankle inside a shiny, button-sided boot. ‘What do you
think?’

‘So long as you don’t break
the law, I think it’s fine.’ It was a deliberately noncommittal
reply. ‘I’ll protect you like any other citizen.’

‘I know that.’ Belle’s eyes
got serious. ‘I meant you, not that badge you wear.’

McLain shrugged again, unsure of his own
feelings. Not sure why he should have any. Feeling almost irritated
that she should put him on the spot that way.

‘With the soldiers around
an’ the cowpokes stoppin’ by come payday, I guess it’s kinda like a
public service,’ he said cautiously. ‘They need someplace to let
off steam.’

‘So decent women can walk
the streets?’ she smiled. ‘Answer my question, John T.’

‘I ain’t sure I can,’ he
replied; honestly. ‘Not right now.’

‘You think about it.’ Belle
shifted in the chair so that a little more ankle got exposed.
‘They’ll all know before long, and you’ll have to make up your
mind.’

‘You aimin’ to tell them?’
asked McLain.

Belle laughed. It was a generous, husky
sound.

‘They’ll know come the next
stage from San Antonio. I got four girls and a real big,
hand-painted sign coming in. And right now I got some homesteaders
earning seed money putting up new rooms.’

McLain grunted. Now that he thought about
it, he could hear saws scraping.

‘Someone’ll ask me about
that.’ He stabbed a thumb in the direction of the sound. ‘What
d’you want me to tell them?’

Belle’s smile got broader as she reached
forwards to pat his hand.

‘You’ll have to decide
that,’ she said softly.

McLain nodded, swinging clear of the desk as
the woman rose to her feet. The movement sent a waft of perfume
through the still air. It smelt the way Belle’s laugh sounded:
McLain liked it. He stepped back as she moved around the desk, head
tilted slightly so that she was looking directly into his brown
eyes.

‘You think about it,’ she
repeated. ‘You know where to find me.’

‘Yeah.’ McLain watched the
sway of her hips as she crossed to the door, turning to smile at
him before disappearing along the sidewalk. ‘I’ll do
that.’

He glanced around the office and found
nothing to occupy his attention. There were no dodgers and the
drunk cowboy he’d jailed the night before was gone, leaving his
cell freshly scrubbed. The sawn-off Meteor was racked alongside the
big buffalo Sharps, a chain running through the trigger guards of
both weapons from a heavy steel staple to the shiny padlock. Inside
the desk, in a locked drawer, one of the Dragoons nestled. The
other was holstered on the Missouri man’s right hip, caps and
ready-mades pouched on his left. He squinted down at the brass star
pinned to his blue shirt and grinned ruefully. There was a whole
lot more to being a marshal than locking up drunken cowhands and
facing down gunmen. That was the easy part.

He went out of the office into the sunlight,
settling a low-crowned Stetson over his long brown hair. Across the
street, Swede looked up from the horseshoe he was pounding and
nodded a greeting. McLain nodded back and walked down Main Street
towards Gomez’s place.

The whorehouse looked the same as usual from
the front: a one-level timber building with two big windows set
either side of a wide door. Level with the topmost corners of the
doorframe there were two fancy metal brackets supporting a matched
pair of red glass lanterns. At this time of day the lanterns were
unlit and in the shadow beneath the over-hanging porch their glass
was dark, like old blood. The windows were discreetly curtained,
and McLain grinned as the filmy white material reminded him of
Janey Page’s reluctance to accept Gomez’s commission. He remembered
the way she had blushed when he pointed out that she would, in
fact, be preserving public decency by helping the Mexican hide what
was going on inside. He wondered how she would feel about Belle’s
takeover.

As he went by the frontage, a dark-haired
girl with plump cheeks and a huge mouth smiled at him from the
door.

‘Juan? How are
you?’

‘Gabriella?’ He touched his
hat brim. ‘How you keepin’?’

‘Bien de salud,
gracias.’

‘That’s good.’ McLain
ducked his head in farewell as he went around the front of the
brothel and onto the vacant lot alongside.

The building consisted of the long room at
the front where Gomez served drinks to waiting johns, and five
rooms at the back, four for the women and the fifth for Gomez. It
was raised on blocks of adobe, leaving a two-foot space between
ground and floor. In back there was a lean-to protecting a clay
stove, and a stone well. Fresh-cut planks were stacked against the
wall and four men were working at sawhorses set on the grass.
McLain recognized them as newcomers, the oldest a man he recalled
was named Magruder.

‘Magruder?’ He nodded a
greeting. ‘How you doin’?’

The homesteader was a brawny man with pale
Irish skin and a thinning crop of straw-yellow hair. He smiled as
he saw McLain, letting the tacks he held in his lips drop to the
sweet-scented planking braced under his freckled hand.

‘Racing the stage, Marshal.
Miss Belle’s as tough a boss as any man I’ve worked
for.’

‘What’s she want?’ McLain
asked. ‘All she told me was rooms.’

‘Why, it’s a trifle more ’n
just rooms.’ Magruder slid a checkered cap farther back and
scratched his forehead. ‘We’re to build up four new bedrooms, to be
sure. But then she’s wantin’ a kitchen and a parlor. And a
bathhouse! With the river running fresh and clean not a stone’s
throw distant.’

‘Sounds like it’ll be quite
a place,’ McLain grinned.

‘Oh, it will,’ agreed the
Irishman. ‘Of that, you can be sure. We’re to build rooms and we’re
to knock rooms together. And when we’re all done, we’re to paint
our work. White, she wants it. Like virgin snow. With red trimmin’
on the frames and pointing. It’s enough work to set me up nicely
for the spring, though
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