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	McAllister had to get a wagon train through Apache country. This was a land where the elements waged war on man and where Indians were always ready to cut white throats.

	To make things even worse, there was treachery and murder in the wagon train itself.

	Then a beautiful woman McAllister was guarding especially carefully was kidnapped from under his nose. McAllister had to do something—fast.

	He reached for his gun …

	Another Rem McAllister adventure, packed with explosive excitement from a master of authentic Western writing.
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Chapter One
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	MCALLISTER LOOKED AT the woman and found her as beautiful as the first time he had seen her. For four months he had seen her every day and each time he saw her she was as beautiful.

	She turned and gave him the full benefit of her fine eyes.

	My God, he thought, how did I ever keep my hands off her?

	She was twenty-three years of age, tall and built like a goddess. Her legs were long, her hips strong, her waist slender, her breasts full and her neck a poem in white marble. Her mouth was of the generous kind, one that was made to be generous with smiles and kisses. Smiles had come McAllister’s way, but nothing more. Now as she looked at him there was a faint promise of something more. It was the mauve eyes that told him. They shone with a kind of subdued brilliance under the red-gold hair.

	There was one other detail a man had to know about her. She was married.

	The baroness looking at McAllister saw a tall tough ruffian with the face of an Indian. Six feet one inch in his sox. Broad in the shoulder and narrow in the hip with the grace of a Mexican and the definite movement of an Anglo. The kind of man who was an intriguing mixture of roughness and gentleness. The kind of man women looked at and hoped. Sometimes in vain; sometimes not. He stood straight in front of her, patient as an Indian, hands loosely by his sides, his right arm touching the battered butt of the old Remington in its scarred holster. She had never, she thought, met a man so patient. Nor so comforting and frightening all at the same time.

	She said: ‘I cannot say how sorry I am you are leaving us, Mr. McAllister. I had hoped …’ She didn’t say what she had hoped for; she left that to his imagination. Her vivid coloring made the rich room of the hotel look shabby; she robbed everything she went near of coloring. ‘We are grateful to you. You have been loyal and faithful.’ McAllister scowled. She was making him sound like a servant. He didn’t like leaving them here in Crewsville, right in the heart of the gold-field, in the heart of the Apache country. But he knew that he couldn’t stay away from this woman any longer. She had a husband, so he had to force himself away. He’d get on his horse and ride and keep riding. Damn the Apache. The way he felt right now, they could have his fool hide and welcome.

	Her husband came forward, the gold in his hand, to pay him off. McAllister would have liked to throw it in his face. But money was money and he wasn’t so besotted over the woman that he would pass up a chance to get his hands on some. They were paying him handsomely for four months on the plains and in the mountains. He had shown these European aristocrats the Wild West, shown them everything and more than they wanted to see. They’d shot buffalo, had a run in with a bunch of Cheyenne bucks, killed antelope and mountain lion. They’d visited the wild cow-towns of Kansas, seen the vast herds of Texas longhorns and the glory of the Rockies. She was right: they paid him well, but he had served them well. And now he was getting out.

	The husband was a big square-headed Prussian. Not a laughing man, but he had proven himself time and again a first-class shot with both rifle and pistol. He had nerve, too, and though McAllister had taken him at first for a soft and civilized man, he had shown himself to be tough and fearless.

	Now they were both camped with their entourage of servants and hangers-on in the crude little town of Crewsville, Arizona. And outside the Apaches haunted the plains and mountains. McAllister would take refuge there from the woman who had made such an impression on him. Maybe it was the strangeness of her. Maybe because she was out of his reach. He didn’t know. He didn’t care. All he knew was that he must get her out of his sight.

	The baron was saying nice things in his guttural accent; McAllister was murmuring replies. The baron slapped on his shoulder and he grinned like a stupid great ox. They were shaking hands. Then he returned to the woman and her soft slender hand was in his, he stooped over her from his height and she smiled up at him.

	Then it was all over and he was heading for the door, wanting to get out of the room, to get a long way from her.

	There was a wooden-faced Dutch flunkey outside the door. He stared at McAllister out of puffy pale eyes. McAllister walked down the stairs and across the lobby of the hotel.

	Outside was the Arizona night, rich and heavy, the dark sky hung with a bright moon and the small brilliant eyes of the stars. McAllister halted and leaned against the wall of the hotel He felt regret and relief. At last he was free of her.

	He took out his battered pipe and filled it with foul tobacco. He fired it and the pungent smoke was like a comfort.

	To hell with all women, he thought. And didn’t mean it. Tomorrow there would be another and the day after that another. And he knew it. But he knew also there would never be another like this one.

	He sighed, hawked and spat.

	Where to now? What next? He should have been joyful at being free, but he was suddenly depressed. What he needed was a drink. Two drinks.

	He hauled himself away from the wall and paused.

	A buggy rolled past, but there was no other wheeled traffic on the street. A couple of men walked along the sidewalk on the far side of the street. Their bootheels drummed on the planks. These sounds concealed another sound. A faint one near at hand.

	McAllister stepped down onto the street so that his footsteps would be muffled and paced along the length of the hotel. He turned sharply at the corner and stared down the dark maw of the alleyway that ran down the side of the hotel. Something moved in there. Moonlight glinted on metal.

	‘McAllister.’

	There was a man down there, whispering his name.

	His hand dropped to the butt of the Remington and he stepped forward.

	‘What do you want?’

	‘A word is all.’

	His forefinger curled around the trigger and his thumb braced itself on the hammer. He walked into the alley.

	Vaguely ahead of him he made out the dark form of a man.

	He hadn’t covered a half-dozen paces when his instinct seized him. Maybe it was the Indian in him. But he knew that death was here.

	He sidestepped to get his back against the wall and half-lifted the gun from leather. He didn’t get any further. Something struck him hard across the shoulders and drove him forward. He cried out and stumbled to one knee. He knew he’d been clubbed from behind.

	A man swore.

	Still on one knee, he turned, the gun out and cocked now.

	The man with the club hit him again and his aim was better this time. The weapon caught McAllister on the base of his skull. It was as though his head exploded. But he wasn’t finished. His face hit the ground and he bit on dust, but his will was alive and kicking. He fought to get his gun up, sighted a dark, quick-moving form and fired.

	A man screamed.

	Something struck McAllister’s wrist. It felt as if it had been smashed. The gun fell. Hand dangling helplessly, McAllister tried to rear to his feet.

	He drove his fist at the paleness of a face and connected. The sound of snapping bone gave him a savage satisfaction. Something tripped him then and he went down again. But this time there was no getting up. The club found him again and it seemed that the whole night sky fell on him and enveloped him. He heard a man say: ‘You could of killed him, you fool.’

	‘Christ,’ said another voice, ‘he could of killed me.’

	Then he didn’t know any more.

	For how long there was no telling.

	The next thing he knew there were bright lights and they were hurting his eyes. His head ached like hell and his wrist felt as if it were smashed. The world seemed to be full of pain. .

	‘He’s comin’ around,’ a man said. And McAllister knew the voice and couldn’t place it.

	He tried squinting through half-open lids and saw the gleam of a badge.

	Tom Giddings—sheriff.

	There were other men there, crowded together, all talking. The din was terrible for his head. He tried to sit up and felt like retching.

	Tom said: ‘Take it easy, Rem. You’ll be all right in a minute.’

	McAllister’s mind yelled: All right, my ass. My gun-wrist’s broken.

	Tom was on his knees beside him.

	‘Did you see anythin’, Rem?’

	‘See …? Hell …’

	‘Did you recognize any of the men who did this?’ Tom persisted.

	‘No. Too dark.’

	A man said: ‘They sure did a good job on you, boy.’

	Another said: ‘What about the jewels, Tom?’

	A third put in: ‘A king’s ransom, the baron said. What the hell’s a king’s ransom. Anybody tell me that?’

	Tom Giddings stood up. He was a burly man with a head like a lion. He impressed the voters and he impressed men who came looking for trouble. That was useful in his job. McAllister didn’t know him too well, but he reckoned he was a fair to middling lawman.

	Then McAllister thought: The jewels!

	There could be only one lot of jewels in a town like this. They were the baroness’s jewels. He tried to sit up, fought the dizziness and the desire to retch and succeeded this time. Willing hands helped him to his feet.

	‘What happened?’ he demanded hoarsely.

	Tom Giddings said: ‘The baroness was robbed. Armed men got in here and took all her jewels. There’s hell to pay. Can you walk?’

	McAllister said: ‘Sure.’ But he wasn’t sure. His legs felt like rubber.

	‘Could you make it to my office? Nearer than your hotel.’

	Vaguely the question came to McAllister.

	How did Giddings know he’d book into a hotel? Then it was brushed aside. The sheriff was helping him to the door. He saw that they were in the lobby of the hotel he had just left. They got into the fresh air and that did him a little good. He never knew how he made it across the street to Giddings’ office, but somehow he did, supported by the burly sheriff. There was a cot there in the large room with the cells leading off. The sheriff and his deputies used it when they had men in the cells or there was trouble in town. McAllister sank onto this now and was glad to get off his feet.

	Giddings brought him a drink. A big one and it made him feel a little better. He had another and that made him feel better still. The sheriff brought him some tepid water in a bowl and he washed his face. With a damp towel, Giddings bathed the back of his head. The sheriff said the skin was broken there, but it could be worse.

	‘My gun hand,’ McAllister said and took a look at it. Giddings examined it and said he didn’t think it was broken. He’d get the doctor to have a look at it.

	The doctor came, a small fussy man with a beard. He smelled of drink and the town reckoned he’d been a horse- doctor back East. Horse-doctor or not, he seemed to know his business. He declared that the wrist wasn’t broken, but McAllister wouldn’t use it for a week or more. He strapped it up tight and that felt good. The doctor took a drink, inspected McAllister’s head wound and declared it was best uncovered. He’d live. Right then McAllister felt that living was something of a chore, but he didn’t say so. The doctor departed, McAllister stretched out on the cot and fell into a doze. Like an animal, when he was hurt, he wanted to sleep till he felt good again.

	He awoke not too long after to find himself alone with a lamp burning on the sheriff’s desk. Giddings had left the bottle there. McAllister got up and went to it. He found he could walk better now. He took another good drink and Giddings walked in. He looked like a very worried man.

	‘Jesus, Rem,’ he said, pushing his hat on the back of his head and throwing his bulk in the chair behind his desk, ‘there’s hell to pay. Why does that goddam baron have to choose my town? He’s got influence from here to Washington. Do you realize this could be an international incident? Them goddam jewels is worth a hundred thousand goddam dollars. Imagine takin’ that amount on a goddam huntin’ trip. That baron must be outa his goddam mind.’

	He took out a large colored handkerchief and mopped his large colored face.

	McAllister didn’t say anything. He poured a drink and pushed it toward the man at the desk.

	Giddings put it away in one. His face turned purple and he sweated some more.

	‘My town! He travels through the hull goddam West, he fights Indians, shoots lions and nothin’ happens to him. But he comes to my town and he has to get his goddam jewels took. A hell of a note. You know what? I had the territorial governor hisself on the goddam wire. Christ, it could finish me. You sure you didn’t recognize any of those men? It had to be them did it. It had to be. They knew you was their guard.’

	‘I ain’t their guard.’

	That surprised Giddings.

	‘What?’

	‘I resigned tonight.’

	The sheriff gave a short barking laugh.

	‘There’s luck for you.’

	McAllister returned to the bed and sat down, whiskey in his hand.

	‘My kind of luck,’ he said.

	The sheriff was silent for a while. He got up and walked the length of the office a couple of hundred times, or so it seemed to McAllister, and then stopped in front of the big man on the cot.

	‘Rem,’ he said, ‘I got an idea.’

	 

	 


Chapter Two
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	MCALLISTER LOOKED UP at him, interested.

	‘You mean you got an idea who could of done it?’

	‘Naw. Nothin’ to do with it. Wait, I’ll tell you.’ He sounded eager suddenly. His worry went. He pulled a chair near to the cot and sat on it facing the back. ‘Rem … you want to make yourself some money? Real money.’

	‘Who don’t?’

	‘There’s risk in this—I won’t deny it. But you’re a man who makes his livin’ takin’ risks.’

	‘I like my own hide well as the next man.’

	‘Sure. You’re a great kidder. You think we haven’t heard of you down in this neck of the woods? Sure, we heard of you. Hard cases walk a mile to get around you.’

	McAllister made a habit of suspecting flattery. He suspected it now. There was a catch in this.

	‘Spill it,’ he said tersely.

	‘In Crewsville here,’ Giddings explained, ‘we got Indian trouble. But we’re on the edge of it. We don’t have the troubles Tucson has. You agree?’

	‘I reckon.’

	‘All right. Now I got first-hand information that things is pretty bad down in Tucson. They’re real short on supplies. You only just got here. But you know only two weeks back a half- dozen men tried to get some wagons through to Tucson and didn’t make it? You know what that means?’

	McAllister said it probably meant anybody tried to make the trip to Tucson was a damn fool.

	‘Or a brave man. A man with real sand. It also means that prices in Tucson are sky-high. The feller that can get supplies into the town could clean up.’

	McAllister pointed out mildly that a dead man couldn’t clean up anything.

	Giddings got excited.

	‘Rem, you’re kiddin’ me again. You know only damn fools get theirselves killed. Not men like you who know how to handle theirselves. If you was goin’, a half-dozen good boys’d be willin’ to throw in with you. We could pay well. Tempt ’em.’ 

	McAllister looked at him hard.

	‘You propositioning me to take a train to Tucson?’

	‘Acourse I am. What else? You got cash? You could go partners with me. You’d make your pile, Rem. You know I’m talkin’ sense.’

	McAllister said: ‘You aimin’ to come along, Tom?’

	The sheriff looked surprised.

	‘Me? Why, the thought never entered my head. I have my job here. But I’ll fix you up with good wagons, good stock and good men. You won’t want for anything. I swear it. Guns an’ ammunition. What d’you say?’

	‘No.’

	The sheriff stood up and paced some more.

	‘I don’t understand,’ he cried. ‘I just don’t understand it. Here I am offerin’ you a fortune.

	‘Maybe I don’t want a fortune. Maybe I’d druther stay alive.’

	The sheriff stopped and stared at him.

	‘I can’t believe it,’ he shouted. ‘I heard men talk about you. How you wasn’t afraid of anything on God’s earth.’

	‘Nothin’ except flying lead and Indians,’ McAllister amended.

	‘I gotta say I’m disappointed in you.’

	‘I’m a mite disappointed in myself. But we’ll get over it.’ 

	They drank some more, but there was no friendship in the drinking. McAllister had a feeling that Giddings had had the idea some time before.

	He stretched out on the cot and fell into a deep sleep. He dreamed that the baroness was single and asked him to marry her. It was a nice dream.

	He awoke to sunlight streaming in through the window that needed washing. He was alone.

	He sat on the edge of the cot and found to his surprise that he was alive. His head did not ache so much and his wrist felt a mite better. He reckoned there wasn’t anything wrong with him that a lot of hot sweet coffee and a large steak wouldn’t put right.

	Getting to his feet, he tried out his legs and found they were one degree firmer than rubber. He walked out into the sunlight and the glare was like little lances under his eyelids. He walked to the alleyway and found his hat lying in the dust. He brushed it off and put it on his head. He then found a restaurant owned by a Greek and had the said coffee and steak. Enough for three greedy men. After that he belched loudly and proudly and felt several degrees better. Then he walked to his hotel.

	The little proprietor was in a flutter, waxed mustache a-bristle, cowlick damp.

	‘Mr. McAllister, I heard. Dreadful. That such a thing should happen in our town. A scandal. And the baron and baroness real nobs.’

	‘An’ I got my skull split,’ McAllister told him. The baron and baroness had other wealth to fall back on. He had only one skull. But the little man glossed it over. Broken heads were not uncommon in Crewsville, nor gunshot wounds. But barons and baronesses were as rare as snow in summer.

	‘We had hoped, that is the respectable citizens, that their highnesses would stop on a while. Add real tone to the town. But I heard only this morning that they aim on pulling out.’

	McAllister became wide awake.

	‘Pullin’ out?’

	‘You mean you didn’t hear?’

	‘No, I didn’t hear.’

	‘My. Yes. They’re so distressed, or rather the baroness is, that she says she wants to leave here immediately. They’re leaving their man of business behind to investigate the loss of the jewels. Do you know how much they’re reckoned to be worth? I heard tell two hundred thousand dollars. I surely did.’

	‘Where’re they heading?’ McAllister demanded.

	‘Tucson, I heard tell.’

	He went on from there, but McAllister didn’t wait to listen. The baron must be out of his mind to head for Tucson. Why, the country between here and Tucson was crawling with Apache. The baron had fine horses with him. The Indians would make for them like bees to honey.

	He tramped up the stairs to his room, took a quick shave and cooled his burning head in tepid water. He toweled his head gingerly, changed into a clean shirt and dusted his boots. When he had combed his long hair with his fingers and jammed on his battered hat, he was ready to go.

	When he reached the other hotel, he asked for the baron and word was sent up to him. The answer came back. The baron was indisposed and couldn’t see anybody. The baroness then? Some flunkey came fluttering and twittered in a queer accent that McAllister could scarcely understand that the baroness couldn’t possibly see anybody. She was far too distressed.

	McAllister pushed them out of the way and took the stairs three at a time. He reckoned he’d find one of them in their day room and he headed for it. There was another flunkey hovering at the door. He objected strongly and shrilly to McAllister’s presence. The big man put him aside, got his hand on the doorknob and went in.

	Baron and baroness were at their breakfast looking hale and hearty. Both in their monogrammed dressing gowns, looking rich even before they were dressed.

	The baron rose indignantly as McAllister burst in.

	‘Really,’ he cried, ‘I must protest at this unwarranted intrusion, sir. I left strict instructions …’

	The baroness, looking lovelier than he had ever seen her, raised startled eyes and put a white hand to a white throat McAllister could see the top of her breasts and he had never seen a finer sight in his life. He decided not for the first time that she was wasted on a man like her husband.

	‘I heard,’ he said, ‘you aimed to head for Tucson.’

	The baron was flushed with anger. Centuries of dominating those about them had enabled his ancestors to hand on to him a look that would have withered a charging longhorn. McAllister ignored it.

	‘I fail to see, sir,’ cried the baron, ‘that it is any business of yours.’

	‘It’s suicide to make the trip,’ McAllister said.

	‘I think I am the one to decide—’ the baron began, but McAllister interrupted him.

	‘You don’t know this country from your ass.’

	The baron exploded in voluble German.

	‘Mr. McAllister,’ said the baroness, rising to her feet. ‘Really—’

	The baron silenced her with a sharp word. McAllister could have hit him.

	‘Baron,’ he said, ‘there’s an army out there fighting them Apache. An’ there ain’t a man-jack of ’em isn’t scared out of their pants of the Indians. They got sense. What chance do you think your little outfit would have.’

	‘I assure you, sir—’

	‘Now, baron, let’s simmer down. Take it easy. I’ve come with a suggestion.’

	‘A suggestion?’ said the baroness. McAllister couldn’t help her voice doing something to him even in the heat of that moment.

	The baron barked: ‘I forbid you to—’

	McAllister said urgently: ‘Will you listen a minute? I’m heading for Tucson with a strong party of men. Armed men. Think of the baroness. Heck, we need each other. Alone, I ain’t strong enough to make the trip. Alone, you wouldn’t last two minutes. Let’s combine forces.’

	The baron said: There is no need. I am quite capable of judging. We have nothing to fear from a band of naked savages. We have modern weapons.’

	The baroness said: ‘Rudolph, perhaps it would be wiser—’

	‘No, madam, it would not.’

	‘In view of my condition.’

	The baron turned and stared at her.

	‘Your what?’

	‘My condition.’

	‘Madam, are you telling me that …?’ The baroness nodded. ‘I … I—’The aristocratic Prussian looked flabbergasted. Suddenly, he was subdued. ‘McAllister, I … perhaps you would be kind enough to withdraw under the circumstances.’

	The baroness said: ‘Please agree to Mr. McAllister’s proposal. The trip alarms me, I must confess. Allow a poor weak woman to have her whims.’

	‘Please, Rudolph.’

	The Prussian managed to look as if he were made of ice and was relenting, all at the same time.

	‘If Mr. McAllister will retire I will send word. If you will excuse us, sir.’

	McAllister felt a grin coming up and thought he’d best take it out of the room. With Texas courtesy, he gave the baroness a small bow. To the baron
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