
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_65befcf5f9690fc8032e57d9a7b71588_f1pwWG_html_591d486b.jpg]

The Home of Great

Western Fiction


 


War smoke shaded the sky over
Garrison the color of death. The Comanche were massing for a
vengeance war. And a crazy white man was preaching a crusade of slaughter
against the tribes that would bring holocaust to the Texas border.
One man stood between hell and destruction. A man called McLain.
Marshal John T. McLain. A man ready to kill to keep the
peace.
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Prologue

 


UNTIL TEVIS STARK
had started his
stage line, Garrison had been a place that seemed closed off from
so much of the rest of the world. Now there was a route that ran up
from the coast at Brownsville past Lake Falcon and swung back to
touch the Texas-Mexican border at Laredo; from here it went to Fort
Davis and up to Garrison, continuing until it reached San Antonio
where the line terminated.

Passing through Garrison,
Stark’s
stage line rolled and jolted through some of the richest cattle
country in the newly reunited States. After the conflict between
the Government and the Confederacy had been settled—well, after the
surrender and the apparent peace—there was a burgeoning market for
beef and there were men with the ambition and drive to supply it
and live well off the profits.

The river valley around
Garrison was wide and rich with grass. It was sheltered by hills to
the north, and to the south and west lay good, open range, beyond
which the
landscape changed through mile after mile of less verdant grassland
and then arid desert. The San Antonio river ran north of the valley
and it was one of its tributaries, the Rio Verde, that made its way
through the center of the land, keeping it well watered and
fertile.

The valley had once been the hunting
ground of the Nokoni Comanche, but the coming of the white settlers
in significant numbers had driven the Indians into the hills. The
name of the town came from the establishment of the army outpost
that had been set up to protect the settlers and ranchers from the
Comanche. The presence of the army was still evident and still
necessary.

The first thing a newcomer was
likely to see as he rode along the trail was a high wooden sign of
generous enough height, as some had remarked, from which to hang a man without
his needing to bend his legs. The single word Garrison had been burned deep into the
wood at the head of the sign and neither wind nor rain nor deep frost had
blanked it out.

The second thing you saw was
the outline of the army watchtower, fifteen feet off the ground and
overlooking the fortifications and the approaches beyond them. A
semicircle of earthworks faced east: a warren of ditches and
interconnecting ramps connected by timbered walls and capable of
being fully manned within minutes of a warning from the guard on
duty in the tower.

There were around
forty men
stationed at the post at any one time. Their quarters were a wooden
barracks behind the smaller construction with a stovepipe chimney
and a Sixth Cavalry flag fluttering lightly at the top of a corner
pole—that was the command post of Captain Frank Donnelly. A
sutler’s store and a strongly built armory were set at a right
angle to the captain’s quarters, and behind them was the garrison
guardhouse. The mounts were secured in a corral to the rear of the
earthworks.

Not too many years back, the
beginnings
of the army post and the crumbling adobe of an old Spanish mission
had been all there was to see. Now the outlines of the mission were
increasingly lost amidst a steady if slow spread of newer buildings
that were taking on the shape and substance of a town. A town with
a main street that was known to its inhabitants with a certain
inevitability as Main Street.

The largest
building—and
the first to have been constructed, though there had been
considerable additions and alterations since—announced itself by a
painted sign that read Garrison Saloon. There were sleeping quarters built on, but
nothing on the notice mentioned them, or said that the place was
owned and run by Alice and Shawn Docherty, and it wasn’t necessary,
on account of they were among the place’s first settlers and
everyone either knew them or got to know them pretty
soon.

Adjacent to the saloon was a
store—Abraham Kintyre—Purveyor of the Finest read the legend—that sold most
things that folk might ever want to purchase. And if Kintyre didn’t
have what was desired in stock, the prospective purchaser had only
to thumb through the most recent catalogues from Sears, Roebuck or
Montgomery, Ward and Company and then place their order. The advent of
the stage line ensured that shipments were likely to arrive within
six weeks as against six months.

Other buildings had pushed
along the street in either direction. Angus MacKay had a barber
shop that also served as dentist’s office and funeral parlor—on one less than
fortunate instance, the one transferring itself into the other
quickly to suit the changing needs of one of MacKay’s customers.
The smithy’s bellows were worked by a man known to all and sundry
as Swede—his real name had proved so unpronounceable that folk had
given up trying to twist their stubborn tongues around it, and
Swede himself had all but forgotten how it sounded. Swede was
stocky and stronger than a team of oxen. He had arms that were as
big as a normal man’s thighs, the muscles developed by long hours
working the hammer and bellows in his smithy. His white hair was
cut so short that in a strong light he seemed to be completely
bald. Added to which, his eyes were of so pale a blue that there
were occasions when they seemed colorless. White hair grew over his
body like ivy over the wall of the old mission; it ran down his
arms and legs, his back and shoulders, it jutted out from his
fingers and eyebrows like the quills of an angry porcupine. If he
had allowed his beard to grow, that would have been spiky and white
as well, but for reasons never explained Swede was particular about
the state of his chin and shaved twice a day, using no water or
soap, just the sharpest razor he could find. When other folk spent
two cents getting all lathered up and shaved in a chair by Angus
MacKay, Swede called them fools for wasting their money and not
getting as close a shave as his own into the bargain. Swede was the
closest Garrison had to a veterinarian and he did pretty well as a
doctor too—him and Alice Docherty took care of what ailments they
could between them.

The rest were left to prayer and custom: to
the mercies of a Christian God or the ceremonies of the medicine
man of the Nokoni Comanche.

One-Eye Peters ran the livery barn and
saddlery, and Gomez had moved his tired whores out of his wagon and
into a newly-built timber-frame place down towards the end of the
street. There still weren’t too many dwellings; a lot of newcomers lived in
tents or wagons or rented some of the rooms that the Dochertys had
added to the back of the hotel.

One of the few who owned their
own place was Janey Page, whose arrival in Garrison had been
accomplished in the heart of a fierce and bloody Comanche attack.
The Indians had killed her husband and all but killed her. Janey had read
it as a message of intent: she had stayed. Now she was the closest
thing Garrison had to a school teacher but the number of
pupils—adults or children—was so variable that she earned most of
her living as a seamstress.

About the most recent of the
signs that swung over the packed earth of Main Street was that out front of
a solid-looking adobe and timber structure with a flat roof and
bars on the windows:

JAIL.

MARSHAL – JOHN T. MCLAIN

McLain had
come to
Garrison early. He’d ridden down through the hills of the Eagle
Range just after the War Between the States. He was just one more
tired and disillusioned fighter, a young veteran of Missouri
guerrilla warfare. He had ridden and fought alongside Bloody Bill
Anderson and Butcher Harvey and the man they called Josey Wales.
When McLain had lost both home and wife, it had put him and Josey
in the same bracket—so when Josey Wales had told him
Go to
Texas, he
had gone.

Gone with his horse and a brace
of Colt’s
Dragoons, with his Sharps buffalo gun and without a change of
clothes. He had befriended Alice and been befriended by her. There
were those who said (but never to either McLain’s or Alice’s faces)
that had Alice been younger. But with her first man dead, Alice had
married Shawn and McLain had taken a room at the back of the saloon
and worked for them as a bouncer. He had teamstered, leading mule
trains along the trade route from San Antonio to Garrison before
the coming of the stage. He had used his skill with the buffalo gun
to provide meat, he had used his Colt’s Dragoons to ensure that
peace was maintained in the growing community.

But for a long time his
position had been unclear. His natural authority and his prowess as
a fighter had made him an arbiter in disputes, had cast him in the
unofficial roles of lawmaker and lawman both. With the new jail,
however, had come a new five-pointed star, fashioned by Swede in
his smithy. The star sat on McLain’s vest as though it
belonged—just like McLain strode along Garrison’s Main Street as if
he belonged.

For Garrison was a
growing community,
a place in which a man could sink good roots, strong and
dependable—and John T. McLain was its marshal.


Chapter One

 


HE WAS NOTHING
but a punk
kid.

His folk had ridden
into
Garrison on a high-sided wagon three days back and since then
they’d gone the rounds of every hand-out in town. Alice Docherty
had taken them in the first time and fed them up good—the man and
the woman, the eldest son, youngest, the sad-eyed girl and the twin
babies. Second time, her mouth had tightened a little, but she bit
back on her tongue and ladled out the broth and passed round
broken-off hunks of fresh cornbread hot from the oven. The third
time it had been the squealing of the infants that had moved her,
but the fourth she took the man aside and told him it was about
time he found some way of providing for his family, else why didn’t
they move on.

An hour later, getting dark,
the father bummed a dollar from Swede and bought a bottle of rotgut
in Kintyre’s
store. It took him the time it takes a tick to work its way into a
dog’s coat to get himself sullen drunk.

Fact was, he’d been sullen before: now he
was just drunk.

He went back to the wagon and
hunched his shoulders and tried to block the
cries of the
kids out of his mind. When he couldn’t do that, he took to yelling
at his wife, bawling at the kids, standing finally with his hands
clapped to his ears while he shouted and hollered fit to bust
whatever was wound up tight inside him.

The miles had been long and never-ending
and the attempts to hold down work had never lasted; the reproach
in his eldest son’s eyes had burned into his face and the rounded
curve of his wife’s back nights had tried to shut him out. Despite
that, the kids had kept on coming.

Something was going to break.

He slapped the
back of his
hand across his wife’s face as she shielded one crying child from
his anger; he was trying for a second shot when his eldest son
grabbed hold of his arm and the pair of them toppled out of the back of the
wagon and rolled over and over on the ground. They fought and
struggled with the rest looking on, and then the boy landed a lucky
punch against his father’s jaw and brought him to his
knees.

A scream from the mother
stopped the boy’s fist inches short of the man’s broken face. The boy
stepped back and stared at the grown man down there on his knees,
turned his back and walked away, hands in pockets and shoulders
hunched.

A half-hour later he picked a
fight with a kid a couple of years older and four inches taller than himself
and won. The tall youth had had a pistol in his belt, he’d sneaked
it out of his pa’s saddle bag and had been wandering around town
showing it off to anyone with the time of day to be impressed. Now
he was pushed up against the old mission wall and cradling his
bleeding head in his arms. He didn’t have the pistol any
longer.

The kid did. It felt pretty
damn good stuck down behind his belt, too, the handle angled across
towards his right hand, the long barrel hard and cold
against his
skin. Just feeling it there, letting his fingers touch the
smoothed-down wood of the grip, made him feel a lot taller than he
had before. A whole lot taller than he really was.

He came round from the mission
and started to walk up the center of Main Street. He was just a punk kid and
he was looking for trouble.

 


John T. McLain could still taste the strong,
black coffee on the roof of his mouth and he gazed over at the
enamel pot and wondered whether or not he wanted another cup.

It wasn’t any big deal, but the truth was
McLain was restless and bored and he didn’t have a whole lot else
to think about.

He could take a walk down to
the saloon and swap yarns with Shawn about the events of the war,
or talk with Alice about who was new in town or
who’d pulled
out, what this person had said to that and what the reply had
been.

He could saddle up his horse
and take a ride out towards the hills, fork round and head down the
valley for a couple of days, maybe, paying a visit to some of the cattle
ranchers down there.

He could even clean himself up
a little,
brush the dust from his pants and boots, check the state of his
beard and go calling on Janey Page—nothing serious, mind, no more
than a unneighborly visit. But he knew that wasn’t how it would be
taken and he knew also that anything more was not what he wanted.
Her, neither. Trouble was, with so few women in town who were
unspoken for, a man’s natural feelings tended to get the better of
him and visits to Gomez’s whores only satisfied for so
long.

So he shrugged his shoulders and poured
himself that extra cup of coffee and sat back down behind his desk
and did nothing.

The office
wasn’t
large, but it served its purpose well. The building did the same.
Swede and himself and a few other hands had made the place to
last.

A plank floor was raised
a foot or so
off the ground by cross-timbers set fast into adobe. There were two
barred windows either side of the door, each of which had heavy
shutters that could be bolted firmly into place, but that were now
hooked back to let in the light and what there was of a breeze that
came down off the hills.

Inside, a pot-bellied stove
stood in one corner, the blackening enamel coffee pot simmering
slowly on one corner. Not too far away from the stove, was
McLain’s
desk and chair—there was no other furniture in the room. A dividing
wall fashioned from bars that stretched from floor to ceiling held
two locking doors that opened out into the two cells. Each cell had
a narrow bunk and a barred window, and each cell was
empty.

McLain shifted his weight in the chair
and glanced over his shoulder at the wood-framed bulletin board
attached to the wall. A half-dozen fliers were tacked to the green
baize, each one slightly overlapping the other. The face drawn and
copied on the top sheet was long and angular, a drooping dark
moustache drawn around a tight, mean mouth. The eyes that looked
back at McLain were small and fierce. The name beneath read Hondo
John Montrose. Smaller print gave an idea of Hondo John’s
interests: rustling, stage coach hold-ups, robbery with violence,
the suspected shooting and killing of two men on the Texas-New Mexico
border back in ’66.

Hondo John Montrose had last
been seen by the forces of the law when he narrowly had escaped
arrest by a federal marshal in Austin.

McLain didn’t think they’d get to see him
down in Garrison. He let his gaze shift along the wall to the gun
rack. The Sharps and his Meteor shotgun were stacked in place and
for once he’d taken the trouble to run the linked chain through the
trigger guards, though he hadn’t snapped the lock.

The maps tacked to the wall
alongside the rack were pretty new-looking; only here and there
were they smudged with a finger mark or the droppings of flies.
Their creases had never quite straightened and they were
lightly
smudged with smoke from the stove.

Three keys hung
close—one
for the shutters, one for the door, one that fitted the twin
cells.

Otherwise, the walls were new
and bare. The smell of plaster and fresh-cut wood had faded, but
the sense of newness was still there. Even the blotter on McLain’s desk had
the look of something hardly used. And it was true that his
paperwork had not amounted to a can of beans.

Judge Lefevre had given him a
sheaf of report forms and instructed him to fill in one of them for
each arrest
he made, the forms to be collected together at the end of each
month and forwarded to San Antonio.

But McLain
hadn’t
figured jailing drunks was worth all the fuss of a form-filling,
and those occasions he’d brought in someone for a serious offence,
there would have been too much detail to set down. John T. wasn’t
much of a hand at pen and ink—even though the desk had been
supplied by Abraham Kintyre with a new brass inkwell and a holder
for his pen, to say nothing of the fancy blotter. So the reports
that made their way to San Antonio were few and far between and the
judge must have marveled at what a law-abiding community Garrison
was and wondered why it needed a full-time marshal at
all.

There were times when McLain wondered the
same.

This was one of them.

He pulled open the
right-hand
drawer and looked down at his spare Dragoon pistol, unfolding the soft
cloth away and then letting it fall back over the oiled and cleaned
weapon. He pushed a box of paper cartridges from one corner to
another, fidgeted with the pouch of percussion caps. Slammed the
door shut and was all but startled by the noise.

He pulled open the drawer below and glanced
at the shotgun cartridges for the Meteor, more cartridges for the
Sharps.

McLain sighed and shut that
drawer also;
he drank some more of the coffee, regretting that it was cooling as
fast as it was. He scraped his chair far enough back so as to be
able to swing both legs up towards the desk and let the heels of
his boots rest on the blotter.

Whatever was going on
in the world
at that moment, McLain thought to himself, it sure wasn’t happening
in Garrison.

He was wrong.

 


Angus MacKay was sitting in one
of his own barber shop chairs when the kid came in. Angus had been idly
stropping his razor and thinking about what it would be like to
have a place somewhere like Laredo or even Austin
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