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	The Home of Great Western Fiction

	 


McLain went to Texas looking for a new life.

	The outlaws drifting down saw only the pickings. And only one way to take them - with a gun.

	It didn’t matter who stood in their way: they’d

	learnt their deadly trade in the bloody fighting of the Civil War.

	But so had McLain, and now he was on the other side. Ready to follow the killers into Mexico or hell, whichever came first. Ready to use the Colt’s Dragoon s he’d carried through the War, or the Sharps buffalo gun that could kill up to a mile...

	Mostly, just ready to kill again.
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Prologue

	 

	THE PLACE GREW.

	Like the Phoenix of legend, it renewed itself, fresh life springing from the ashes of the old. The Spanish mission died and was reborn in adobe and stone. The adobe crumbled and the stone was torn down, but still the place remained, and new life built new walls. Comanche tipis covered the grass; Confederate grey rode the valley, the gray was replaced by Union blue.

	The wars—the big wars—ended, but the little ones went on. Blue mingled with work clothes, and the drifters with no place to go but hell or Texas came down there. Cattle were wild for the taking: all a man needed do was put a brand on them and drive them north to Abilene or Wichita or Dodge City. If he had the guts and the luck to last out the drive. The cattle kingdoms began. And with them came the towns. Where mission buildings had stood there sprang up saloons and stores; the accoutrements of civilization.

	And as ‘civilization’ grew, so did the little fights, the ones that involved man against man, rather than hundreds against hundreds. It was a time of growth and change and killing. A wild time, down there, where the Rio Verde ran between the hills towards the Texas Gulf. A time of gunfights and knifings. A time that called from the heartland of Texas for strong men and women who wouldn’t weep when they saw their men die. Called for people who would go on building … for a dream, or just a place to live. But not turning back, not turning away from what they had to do if the place was going to stay alive.

	 

	The man was one like that.

	 

	Not a dreamer—just a man with nothing left him except staying alive. He had no particular hopes, nor any particular vision of the future. Just his guns and a few friends.

	And a memory of what might have been. Someplace else. Before his dreams died, and he took the advice of a man called Josey Wales. And followed the long trail of so many before him …

	And went to Texas.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	‘IT AIN’T GONNA fit!’ Shawn Docherty braced his shoulders, stretching the seams of the store-bought jacket close to bursting. ‘I tell you, Alice, I’ll be bustin’ out all over.’

	‘You ain’t a June bride.’ Alice Patterson spoke through a mouthful of pins. ‘Now shut yore mouth an’ let me fix it. I’ll let it out some. Won’t look so good, but I ain’t kissin’ thirty dollars goodbye.’

	‘Christ!’ asked Docherty. ‘Am I doin’ the right thing?’ John T. McLain sipped his whisky and shrugged. He was a big man, big as Docherty, albeit close on fifteen years younger. The last time he had worn a suit was at his own wedding: he hadn’t been there when his wife died. He pushed a hand through his dark brown hair and grinned.

	‘You left it kinda late to wonder, Shawn. Besides, Alice already paid the peddler.’

	‘Goddam robber,’ grumbled Docherty. ‘Charges worse’n Moses use to.’

	The grey-haired woman checking the ill-fitting suit looked up, and Docherty’s grin turned down-mouthed.

	‘Sorry, Alice. I forgot.’

	‘All right.’ She turned back to her fixings. ‘Moses weren’t much, but we wouldn’t be settlin’ to wed like this if he hadn’t made money.’

	‘No.’ Docherty nodded solemnly, and reached for the glass on the table beside him. ‘An’ I wouldn’t be marryin’ a rich widder woman in my old age.’

	He winked at McLain, the habitual grin returning to his face.

	‘I wouldn’t be retiring from the Army on a lieutenant’s pension to marry into all that wealth. Jesus! who’d have thought it? Me fixin’ up to wed a rich lady an’ run a saloon? Thanks, Moses.’

	The pin his wife-to-be drove into his ample buttock almost caused him to spill the whisky. He yelped as McLain laughed.

	‘Don’t push your luck, Shawn,’ said the big man. ‘You ain’t wed yet.’

	‘Damn’ right he ain’t!’ snapped Alice, her tone belied by the smile on her lined face. ‘Won’t be, either; lessen he stands still so I can get this suit fixed.’

	‘Two weeks afore I can leave the service, darling,’ grunted Docherty. ‘Whole lot could happen in that time.’

	‘Ain’t nothin’ gonna happen,’ said Alice; firmly. ‘Donnely tries to send you out, you just tell me. I’ll settle it. Besides, it’s quiet now. Ain’t it, John?’

	McLain nodded. ‘Way I heard it, the Nokoni went south. Ain’t heard of any Mex bandits comin’ over the border since Angelo made that raid. I guess you got a real good time for a weddin’. I hope so, anyway.’

	‘Course we do,’ said Alice. ‘I planned it that way.’

	‘Peck,’ said Docherty. ‘Peck, hen.’

	‘Yeah?’ asked the woman, grinning as she lifted a new pin from her mouth. ‘You really want me to start?’

	Docherty shook his stubbly grey head with renewed vigor and held out his glass for a refill. McLain eased his lean body sideways with the economy of movement that typified all his actions, scooping the bottle from the bar to tilt the neck over the soldier’s glass. He topped up his own and leant back, adjusting his weight so that the two Colt’s Dragoon pistols holstered on his belt fell beneath the overhang of the long counter. With the easy smile still on his handsome features, he surveyed the room.

	It was fit bright by the sun shining in through the open windows, a long, low-ceilinged place with a plank floor and wooden walls. The bar occupied most of one wall, flanked by bottles and barrels and glasses. At a right angle, running along the shorter wall, was a trade counter, hardware and saddle tack and dry goods dangling from the roof or stacked in front. The place—they hadn’t chosen a name for it yet—belonged to Alice Patterson; would belong, also, to Shawn Docherty when he retired from the Army and wed the widow.

	McLain had a share in it. Not financially, because what little money he made scouting for the Army or acting as semi-official peace officer got spent keeping himself alive, but in a deeper way.

	There were blood ties. Bonds established in shared hardship, shared suffering: important ties, that bound them faster together than money ever could.

	The saloon-cum-store served the fifty-strong garrison of the Sixth Cavalry of the United States of America. It was the closest the troopers under the command of Captain Frank Donnely got to the comforts of home. The closest permanent Army establishment inside a week’s hard riding was Fort Davis, close down towards the Mexican border; the nearest regular town was San Antonio, a fifteen-day ride to the northeast. It was situated in a broad river valley fed with water by the Rio Verde that came down out of the Jornados to the northwest and covered the full length of the valley before swinging east to disgorge itself into the Gulf of Mexico. The valley was bounded on the west side by the Eagle Ranges; southwards by the Rio Grande and the badlands of the Big Bend country. It was a rich place, lush with grass and sheltered by the surrounding hills. A good place to start a town.

	McLain had come there as a drifter, one more piece of flotsam thrown loose by the Civil War. Once he had ridden with Bloody Bill Anderson’s Missouri guerrillas, fighting and killing alongside men like Josey Wales and Butcher Harvey. Then, when the war ended at Appomattox courthouse, he had taken the amnesty and ridden south to look for a new life. His farm in Missouri was burned out by Kansas Redlegs, his wife raped and killed. With nothing left him except memories, he had taken the road down: he had gone to Texas.

	And there he had begun to build a new life. Alice Patterson had a dream: to see a town grow where the old Spanish mission had stood, close by the banks of the Rio Verde, where the grass grew high and the cattle ran wild for the taking. Shawn Docherty—a sergeant, then—had befriended him. And he had made one enemy: Captain Frank Donnely.

	The Nokoni Comanche he had fought a year ago were driven off now. The United States Cavalry had established a permanent base in the valley, and the Patterson saloon had grown. There were rooms out back—McLain slept in one—and Alice was talking of enlarging the building so that a proper store might be attached. The Army was building regular barrack rooms for the garrison, and men were building ranches in the surrounding country to supply the beef-hungry north with Texas cows. People were already coming into the valley: a Mexican had driven up with four women in tow in two big wagons; he had set up four fancy tents, where the girls entertained the cavalrymen. And a month previous, a peddler had arrived in a painted wagon and pitched a tent from the tailboard. He sold nothing that competed with Alice’s wares, so he was allowed to stay—Alice had pull with the Army authorities still nominally in command of the area. He sold patent medicines and cheap jewelry, store suits from St Louis and Baton Rouge, and was known to have the only genuine Keno Goose dice shaker west of the Pecos. His name was Abraham Kintyre; the troopers of the Sixth called him Abe the Jew. He let that ride, laughing as he took their money.

	McLain’s own position in the burgeoning community was not exactly definable. On pay days he acted as a bouncer in the saloon; sometimes he teamstered, hauling a mule train in from San Antonio with fresh supplies of liquor and trade goods; sometimes he hunted game in the hills, supplying the saloon with fresh meat that Alice sold to the troopers in place of the Army-issue food they got from the single cook stationed there. Sometimes he would just disappear, for days on end, into the empty high country. Six months gone, when the Mexican bandit known as Jesus Angelo had raided the settlement and taken out thirteen prime Army horses and four hundred dollars in gold coin, McLain had pursued the bandidos across the Rio Grande into Chihuahua. He had returned with most of the money and all the horses, driving behind two Mexican drovers with gunshot wounds in their arms. The Mexicans had been hung, and for three days McLain didn’t need to pay for his whisky.

	He was known as Alice’s man.

	Not because he slept with her—he was too young, and she was too old, and anyway, everyone knew that Alice was fixing to marry Shawn Docherty—but because of the bond between them. Where Army regulations prevented Docherty from stepping in to halt a fight or an argument, McLain was there. Ready to talk first. Then use whatever was necessary.

	Few troopers looked to make trouble in Alice’s place.

	And McLain got by.

	He never was quite sure why he stayed, but he couldn’t think of any very good reason for leaving either; so he hung around. And after a while he got some kind of reputation. He never looked for a fight, but when one came his way he didn’t turn his back. He shot two men, and it was close enough after the Civil War that folks still recalled how he had a Missouri shirt on his back when he rode in, so he never quite lost the legend.

	He didn’t think much about it. Like he had told them the first time around, the war was over and he’d taken the amnesty. The difference between blue and grey didn’t matter anymore.

	 

	‘Well?’ Alice Patterson turned towards him. ‘What you think?’

	McLain eased the smile off his mouth and composed his features in a serious expression. Shawn Docherty was tall, around McLain’s own six feet, and a lot of his size was solid muscle. Enough more had gone to fat that a wedge of belly hung over the waistband of the pants and the buttons on the vest were straining the stitching around the holes. The white shirt Alice had bought to go with the suit contrasted with the lieutenant’s tan, deeper now and redder, thanks to the constraint of the collar stud. Docherty looked uncomfortable.

	‘Looks a mite on the small side,’ murmured McLain. 

	‘Biggest the peddler had,’ snapped the woman. ‘An’ I can’t let it out much more.’

	‘I’ll choke to death,’ grumbled Docherty. ‘For God’s sake, woman! Let me get wed in my own clothes.’

	‘You ain’t got none,’ came the answer. ‘Except yore Army gear, an’ that gets took away when you quit.’

	‘I keep my uniform,’ grunted the husband-to-be. ‘I’ll wear that.’

	Alice’s voice was final: ‘I ain’t marryin’ the Army, Shawn. I’m marryin’ you, an’ that’s as a civilian. You’ll wear this or nothing.’

	McLain chuckled, then shrugged as Docherty glowered at him.

	‘Maybe I could find something big enough in San Antonio,’ he suggested. ‘When I go in for the supplies.’ 

	Alice shook her head. ‘Thirty dollars I paid Abe for this suit. I ain’t spendin’ no more. He marries me in this, or he don’t marry me at all.’

	Docherty shrugged. A button flew loose from the vest. ‘One thing I learned from the Army,’ he said, ‘is you don’t argue with the boss. I’ll wear it, Alice. All right?’

	The grey-haired woman stood up, adjusting the bun of hair at the back of her head. She smiled, and for a moment the years slipped away to reveal the beauty she had once been.

	‘I’ll take it out all I can,’ she said softly. ‘It shouldn’t look too bad. Besides, it’ll be the only store suit between here an’ San Antonio.’

	A second button came off as Docherty put an arm about her shoulders. He was a good four inches taller than she, and the solid weight of his arm contrasted with her whipcord leanness. She rested her lined face against his shoulder, circling part of his waist with her own arm.

	‘What you think, John?’ she asked McLain. ‘You think I’m doin’ the right thing?’

	McLain nodded, the smile coming back on his face.

	‘I never been a best man before,’ he said. ‘I’d hate to miss that.’

	‘Push them mules, then,’ grinned Docherty. ‘I’d hate to miss that liquor you’re bringin’ in.’

	Alice shook her head in mock disgust and began to retrieve the fallen buttons as Docherty climbed out of the suit. She carried the outfit back to the room behind the saloon as the lieutenant got back into his uniform and McLain poured more whisky.

	‘When you leavin’?’ asked the older man.

	‘Dawn,’ McLain replied. ‘Reckon on two weeks to reach San Antonio, then maybe a bit longer to get back.’ 

	Docherty nodded as he buckled his gunbelt around his waist.

	‘Who you takin’ with you?’

	‘Pedro,’ said McLain. ‘Don’t think I’ll need no one else.’

	‘Guess not.’ Docherty shifted the button-down Army holster around so that the grip of the Colt’s revolver didn’t dig into his belly. ‘It’s pretty quiet round now.’

	‘Won’t be when I get back.’ McLain’s
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