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BIG TROUBLE WAS BREWING SOUTH OF THE BORDER
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	Rem McAllister was on one of the toughest missions of his violent career. He rode into Mexico —and found a whole heap of trouble brewing. For one thing, he discovered that there were some mean hombres bent on invading Texas. For another, he found himself mixed up in a vicious war. And soon enough his outsize talent for trouble got him into a situation where two different leaders and a whole army was bent on hunting him down. Even for McAllister, these were fearsome odds...

	Another gripping Rem McAllister adventure, full of two-fisted action and the whine of the seeking bullet, from Matt Chisholm, today’s foremost master of all-out Western excitement.
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	Chapter One

	 

	REMINGTON MCALLISTER’S CANELO horse took him through the dust of Mexico. The dun horse trotted behind on the end of the lead line. They were just about all he owned in the whole world. Not that that worried McAllister. Nothing much had worried him since the day he had told his old man to get off his back and he had taken to the open trail. That had been when he was sixteen.

	He reckoned he’d traveled that trail ever since. He had had a whole lot of fun in that time and had developed into a man of character. He must have been that because he had a host of friends and a number of pretty interesting enemies, too. But he didn’t have any particular enemies among the Mexicans—which made what happened later in the day all the stranger. He liked the dark-eyed, brown-skinned people mostly despised by his fellow-countrymen. He talked their language in more ways than one. One or two señoritas had been pretty kind to this tall, Indian-faced stranger in one way and another. Coming to Mexico was like coming home.

	The kind of country he was riding through was what he was used to—plenty of dust, dried-out grass, a few sorry-looking cows that could be pretty lively with a man on foot. It was his guess that he was in Chihuahua, because the mountains were on his right, but he wasn’t worried much. He had been a couple of months in Guadeloupe Canyon looking for gold that probably didn’t exist. Two months of fruitless searching had bored him, so he thought he’d take a long hard look at the land of the Mexicans and see what it had to offer him.

	It took two days of easy riding.

	On the afternoon of the second day, a haze of dust swept out of the hills to the west. He was thinking about how his old man had once told him that his mother had been a Mexican lady of high birth. He didn’t really believe the story because a short while before the old man had told him that his mother had been a Cheyenne Indian princess. Maybe his father hadn’t been too sure himself.

	There he was in the saddle, dreaming, when this line of dust advanced straight toward him. He didn’t need more than one good look for him to know that coming toward him was something like a hundred horsemen.

	It might have been anything at all, but McAllister, knowing all about what life had usually to offer him and the kind of luck he usually enjoyed, guessed that it meant trouble.

	He touched the canelo with iron and turned east with his mind made up to show those Mexicans just what kind of a turn of speed a good horse could possess. It was then that he realized that there was a similar cloud of dust to his left. If these folks meant business, it didn’t take much stretch of the imagination to know that he was a gone coon.

	At that moment, a little fear crept its nauseous passage through his guts. But there was no sense in running good horses to their death for the sake of a foregone conclusion and he halted to allow the dust to reveal whether it concealed friend or foe.

	It was not long before he was surrounded by what seemed to be a whole army of small men on small horses. A couple of hundred of the raggedest, most villainous-looking Mexicans he had ever feared to meet up with. They were armed to the teeth with pistols, rifles, muskets, lances and rusty swords. They rode their small horses well and they looked at him with a kind of hungry interest he didn’t like too well.

	Their leader was a bow-legged runt with a long mustache and a bald head. His nose nearly met his chin and he had a. cast in one eye. The result was revolting. He had a lot of gold and silver on his ragged jaqueta, wore fine boots and enormous chihuahua spurs.

	He told McAllister that he was a colonel, no less, in the grand and undefeatable army of the mighty General Miguel Sepulveda whom God in his wisdom had ordained to be a ruler of men. His Spanish was hoarse, his eyes were arrogant. He strutted up and down under the canelo’s nose while he told McAllister that he should consider himself a prisoner.

	It would have been enough to make a cow laugh under different circumstances, but McAllister wasn’t laughing. He knew enough about this breed to realize that he was in a deep hole and it wasn’t going to be an easy task to crawl out of it.

	‘You are Bruce Coleridge,’ the colonel declared, his tongue stumbling hideously on the Anglo-Saxon name. ‘And you are an agent of the Texas government. Admit it. You would be foolish to deny it.’

	‘I am Remington McAllister,’ McAllister began to say, but the colonel didn’t allow him to finish.

	He danced a little on his toes and screamed: ‘You lie.’ To his men, he howled the order: ‘Bind the heathen dog and bring him along,’

	McAllister choked a little on the dust raised by the lively ponies.

	A charro dressed most in leather and silver conchos dropped a reata noose over McAllister’s head, pinioned his arms to his side and whisked him from the saddle.

	McAllister hit the dust of Mexico hard, swallowed a lot of it and found that he didn’t have the breath left to spit it out. The canelo and the dun danced around a bit. The charro jumped from the horse that leaned back and kept the rope taut like a good cowpony holding a helpless calf. The man tied McAllister’s wrists and ankles with some strips of rawhide which he carefully damped first with water from his waterbag. When they dried, they would tighten nicely. They would also threaten to cut his hands off. The thought was not a cheering one.

	That done, willing hands assisted the charro in throwing McAllister over his own saddle. His hands and feet were then tied under the canelo’s belly. The dun tried to nip and kick the master’s tormentors from natural cussedness, but had good manners knocked into it by the loaded butt of a quirt.

	The canelo, with McAllister aboard in a position of the most uncomfortable for riding known to man, was then led at a breakneck speed toward the foothills.

	An eternity later, his head full of blood, his feet and hands dead from the tightness of his bonds and his belly mashed to agony by the hard saddle, McAllister was cut loose and allowed to fall to the ground. He landed head first on stone, which didn’t make him feel much better. He found his liking for the Mexican people somewhat diminished.

	Before he recovered from this rough dismounting he was hauled to his feet. There, he hazily realized that he was near human habitation. He smelled dung, goats, unwashed humanity and spice.

	Reeling, he was pushed and pulled through an archway into some sort of a courtyard, fell over a goat, scattered hens right and left and was propelled through a narrow doorway in a wall of crumpling masonry.

	A few minutes later he stood in front of several men sitting behind a long table, drinking wine and smoking pungent cigars. He had no doubt that one of them was the glorious general, Sepulveda,

	A heavily-built, not-lately-shaven man with black eyes, a hawk’s beak nose, two chins and the ubiquitous mustache that tickled the fat of his jowls, looked up at him. His costume was of ornate velvet, trimmed with silver. The wide sombrero was as richly decorated. His linen was white and clean and the small feet, which rested on the desk, were adorned with fine, handmade, silver-inlaid boots. The overall effect would have been comic on any other man. On this man, it was not. He was impressive. He was half-drunk and wracked by a phlegmy cough which caused him to spit frequently on the hard-packed dirt floor, but he still managed to be impressive. It was the cold cynicism of the black eyes that did it. They were used to reading men.

	‘My colonel,’ he said, ‘tells me that you are Bruce Coleridge, an agent of the Texas government.’ His extraordinarily gentle voice was that of a man who was too sure of himself to raise it. His Spanish was good. He made a hash of the Anglo-Saxon name.

	McAllister stood there, feeling like lying down and dying, but he managed to hold himself upright and say: ‘You’re wrong. I’m Remington McAllister.’

	Sepulveda turned to the colonel and said: ‘Ruiz, my friend, the Tejano says you lie.’

	Ruiz growled angrily: ‘Mí General, the gringo is a yellow dog without entrails. We know this agent was coming this way. How many Tejanos could be riding in the right place at the right time? Besides, we had a description of this man and this carrion fits it. There were no other men there.’

	The general’s eyes showed some sadness. He turned them on McAllister.

	‘You say your name is McAllister?’ he said softly. Then to the others, he said: ‘A coincidence? The same name as the woman. How many people of that name are there in Mexico? There is something here I do not understand, but which I shall understand before I am finished with this man. Have you searched him?’

	The colonel admitted that he had not.

	The prisoner’s bonds were cut, for nobody could untie them, and he was stripped down to his sox. McAllister stood there feeling wretched and foolish watching the brown hands going through his clothing. His watch went to a bow-legged little rider with a pirate’s face, his pocket knife was chortled over by another. His loose change disappeared and his few papers were sorted through by a man who could not read Spanish, let alone English. The general said: ‘You, Enrique, you read well. Look at the papers with great care.’

	A thin man, taller than the rest, dignified and with a clerkly stoop, came forward. He looked like a drunken lawyer. He sifted through the papers, handling them like a well-trained card-sharp.

	‘They all bear the name of Remington McAllister,’ he said, making a hash of the name. ‘No, wait, here is one…’He held up one paper that looked cleaner than the rest. ‘This one bears the name of Bruce Coleridge.’

	McAllister’s heart missed a beat. It wasn’t possible. He tried to think of how it had gotten into his possession, but he could not.

	Everybody was looking at him.

	The general took his feet from the table and leaned forward.

	‘What does the paper say?’

	The thin man cleared his throat. He looked as if he could do with a drink. McAllister knew how he felt—he could do with one too.

	‘It says,’ the thin man announced, ‘that the bearer is one Bruce Coleridge and he holds a commission from the state of Texas. The words are difficult and I am not sure ...’ The man blinked nervously at his chief.

	‘You will understand them quickly,’ the general said gently.

	The thin man swallowed enormously, his Adam’s apple bobbed alarmingly. He studied the paper with a great show of concentration and turned rheumy eyes accusingly on McAllister.

	‘It says that this man is an agent of the state of Texas sent to find the whereabouts of General Sepulveda and to learn of his plans to invade Texas.’

	The general said: ‘Ah. Anything more, Enrique?’

	The man swallowed again and braced himself.

	‘It says that he is to contact one Señora Ana McAllister,’ he said.
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	Chapter Two

	 

	MCALLISTER WAS FLABBERGASTED.

	All he could think of to say was: ‘Let me look at that. If it says that, I’m a Goddam Chinaman. General, that man can’t read American. He’s making this up out of his head.’

	Enrique gobbled indignantly: ‘My American is excellent. I have diplomas to show it.’

	The general confirmed this.

	‘Enrique is our scholar,’ he said proudly. ‘He is proficient in English, French and German. If he says that the paper says that, it says it.’

	‘But this woman called McAllister,’ McAllister shouted, ‘I never heard of her in my life.’

	‘That,’ the general said smoothly, ‘we shall find out. Doña Ana is not so far from here.’ He smiled. He seemed pleased that McAllister had been connected with the woman.

	Furiously, McAllister said: ‘Give me back my pants, will you?’

	Sepulveda made a sign and his pants were thrown to him. He stumbled into them and snatched his shirt from a soldier who was holding it against himself for size. When he had pulled on his shirt and failed to regain his boots from a bare-footed peon turned bandit, he looked around and saw the looks on their faces.

	I’m a dead man, he thought.

	The general said: ‘I will talk at length with this man later. Put him in the corral with the other prisoners.’

	Enrique, still piqued from McAllister’s remark about his not knowing English, said in a hurt voice: ‘This man has reviled me. Everybody knows that my American is excellent.’

	In English McAllister said: ‘You’re a lying sonovabitch.’

	‘Thank you a thousand times,’ the man said, mollified.

	They walked him out of there, about a dozen of them holding rifles and pistols on him and looking as if they would blow his head off if he so much as coughed. He tramped out into the dust, went around the crumbling house and was shoved through the gateway of a corral with walls about twelve feet high and several thick. There were several guards here with their rifles propped against the walls they threw dice or lolled and smoked somnolently in the sun. A tree with meager foliage stood to one side of the enclosure and, huddled in the small patch of shade, were several wretched-looking men. They looked like Mexicans to McAllister, but, so wretched was their condition, so ragged and encrusted with dirt were they, that he couldn’t be sure.

	His escort gave him a shove and left him. The other prisoners looked at him without interest. They had the eyes of dead men. Most of them looked starved and were so thin that a breath of wind could have knocked them down.

	There wasn’t any room in the shade for him, so he sat in the dust with his back against a wall. Already the sun was overpowering and he wilted under its fierce assault. He wondered how long he could last in it without a drink. When he called out to the guards, demanding water, they laughed at him. The men under the tree gazed at him listlessly.

	McAllister wondered why the general kept prisoners. Was it because he was humane or because he was saving them for amusement later? He decided there and then that it would be in the interest of Remington McAllister if he escaped that night. He wondered where his horses were. He wasn’t going out of here without his precious horses.

	He thought about this woman who bore his name. What was a Mexican woman doing with the unlikely name of McAllister? Had Enrique lied, not wanting to admit that he couldn’t read English? How the hell had Coleridge’s paper got in his clothes? It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he got out of here and didn’t lose his skin while he was doing it. He wondered how good the guards were with those guns. He looked at the other prisoners and reckoned he wouldn’t get much help from them.

	He would give a thousand dollars for one drink of water.

	 

	By the time night came, he was in pretty poor shape. He had not been given a drink since his capture, his tongue was swollen and felt as if it filled his mouth. His body was dried-out and

	weak.

	In the dusk, however, some women came to bring food for the guards and a few of them took pity on the prisoners. They gave them food and, to McAllister’s surprise, the guards made no objection. He found that he could drink a little water, but that he could not eat on account of his swollen tongue. He stuffed the food into his pants’ pocket. He would need that later.

	With dusk, some of the guards drifted away. No more than a half-dozen squatted or lolled about the corral, keeping negligent eyes on the prisoners.

	McAllister stayed where he was, watching them through slitted eyes, waiting for his chance. He still felt pretty terrible and had never felt less like physical exertion in all his life.

	A small, doe-eyed young woman, gave McAllister the food. Those eyes were full of pity. ‘Pobrecito,’ she murmured. She wiped his face and gave him drink. McAllister, fighting his swollen tongue, asked her where Señora McAllister lived. The girl looked startled, but she told him that he would have to go beyond the point where the houses stopped, a good way and then beyond the trees and the river. Then he would find the senoras house. She herself worked there as a maid. McAllister thanked her. She gave him another drink, smiled and departed.

	The heat of the day died. McAllister came alive a little and with increasing strength there came a little hope. Toward midnight, as he lay dozing in the dust, the rest of the guards departed, closing the massive gates on their rawhide hinges behind them. That was something in his favor, he thought, but he counted on them having riflemen outside watching for anybody to make a break.

	He started when he found a man squatting by him in the gloom. He thought that it was one of the other prisoners.

	A whisper came.

	‘We are going to escape, Yanqui. If you cry out, you are dead. You understand?’

	McAllister thought about that for a while.

	‘Maybe you’re dead if you try it,’ he suggested.

	The man shrugged.

	‘We are dead anyway. We have nothing to lose.’

	‘Me neither,’ said McAllister.

	‘Then you are with us?’

	‘Maybe,’ McAllister said, ‘if I know what you aim to do.’

	The man leaned forward.

	‘At nights, we have watched. There are few guards. They are in the town, drinking and chasing the women. It is impossible to get them to come in here so that we may kill them. We know. We have tried. So we shall each of us go over the wall. Scattered out.’

	‘Some of us are sure to be killed.’

	‘That we know,’ the man replied, ‘but it is better that some should escape alive than we should all die.’

	McAllister pondered on the question of whether it was a worthwhile enterprise that included a McAllister getting his head blown off for the sake of a handful of greasers. When he had reckoned that it was a chance he would have to take because the general would not hesitate to cut his throat even if he was a citizen of the United States, he nodded and said, albeit without enthusiasm: ‘I’m with you.’

	The man reached out and patted his arm.

	‘The signal,’ he said, ‘will be one whistle. Be ready.’

	He moved away into the gloom and McAllister got to his feet. He stretched and assessed his strength. There was not much of it to assess. He reckoned he’d be lucky if he reached the top of the wall, let alone survive on the other side.

	What did he do, he asked himself, if he reached the other side? First, he wanted his horses. On that point he was determined—he wasn’t going to leave two fine horses in the possession of his captors. He had heard horses whinnying to the north, so there was a chance that the horse-herd was to the north. He would head in that direction. He also wanted a gun. Maybe he could solve that problem too if he really put his mind to it.

	From the town to the south came the sound of music and singing. In the house in which he had come face to face with the general, a man was shouting angrily. Over the top of the wall, McAllister could see a light in a second floor window.

	Again there was a man beside him.

	‘You are big and strong, amigo,’ the man said. ‘Do me the favor of helping me to the top of the wall, when the time comes.’

	McAllister gave it thought. If there was a rifle on the other side of the wall, this poor dope would get it.

	Out of fairness, he said: ‘You could be killed.’

	The man spread his hands.

	‘I am in the hands of God,’ he said.

	‘So be it,’ said McAllister, and they waited.

	After a while, the man said: ‘At a time like this, a man is tested. A man’s bowels are weak and his heart fails.’

	McAllister said: ‘You can say that again.’

	The first man came to them and whispered: ‘The time is near—be ready.’

	Dimly McAllister could see the men scattering out, walking softly. They were in pairs, one to help the other up. What happened to the second men? he wondered. Did they help each other up till there was one poor bastard left who couldn’t make it? The idea amused him until he realized that the last one could be him.

	It was very quiet. Pretty soon the silence would be burst asunder with rifle fire and men would die. It was a sobering thought. Particularly when one of those men could be him.

	A low whistle came.

	McAllister stopped, grasped his hands together and said: ‘Be my guest.’

	His companion put his foot in the stirrup formed. McAllister heaved with all his might. The Mexican was small and light, which perhaps was just as well. He shot into the darkness above and the next moment McAllister heard his toes scraping the adobe as he fought to scramble onto the top of the wall. All around him was sudden frantic movement.

	The Mexican called: ‘Give me your hand, amigo.’

	McAllister thought: Get on, you damned fool, but he reached up and grasped the hand offered to him. The little man above him heaved and McAllister sprang forward and up and knew at once that it was not a good idea. He would have done better on his own.

	The Mexican nearly lost his balance and for a moment McAllister thought they would both fall back into the corral.

	‘Let go,’ he said, but he forgot to speak in Spanish and was not understood. The little man tightened his knees on the wall and strained.

	A gun went off on the other side of the wall and a man over there started off with a stream of excited Spanish.

	The man above McAllister was knocked off the wall violently. He landed on McAllister and they both fell into the dust of the corral with McAllister underneath with most of the wind knocked out of him.

	Another gun roared and a man shrieked piercingly.

	Suddenly, the night was full of screams and curses. Suddenly, there was fear and death in the air. Men shouted orders and fired their guns.

	McAllister heaved the Mexican off him and he rolled clear inertly, showing McAllister that he was dead. Hands were fumbling at the gate of the corral. Some of the escaping prisoners were jumping down from the walls. One or two of those who had helped the others up were running backward and forward in a paroxysm of terror and despair.

	McAllister got to his feet and started toward the gate. As he reached it, it swung inward so violently that it almost knocked him from his feet.

	He recovered himself and leaned back against the wall behind the gate, out of sight of the men who came running in. They were shouting and shooting, making a deafening racket. Most of them ran far into the corral, firing at the helpless prisoners or clubbing them to the ground with the butts of their rifles. The sound of the wood on flesh was sickening; men cried out, begged for mercy and were struck down just the same. The place was turned abruptly into a horrifying nightmare of violence.

	Only one man stayed near the gate. His back was to McAllister. He was reloading his rifle.

	McAllister took three paces forward, tipped the man’s wide-brimmed sombrero over his eyes and hit him with all his remaining strength in the back of the neck. The fellow went down like a felled ox. Even before he went down, McAllister had reached forward and taken his revolver from its holster. Next, he scooped up the hat and clapped it on his own head,

	Turning, he started to run out of the corral.

	He ran slap-bang into a new onrush of soldiers. In that brief second of contact, he knew that this was his big mistake.

	He should have walked.

	A man made a grab at him and he slammed the barrel and chamber of the revolver into the man’s face. The fellow cried out and fell away from him. For a moment, the others were shocked into immobility. McAllister gathered himself and tried to charge through them. Even as he did it, he knew he wouldn’t get away with it.

	He nearly made it, but not quite.

	He was aware of a strong smell of scent that overcame the stench of burned powder. He found himself looking into the enraged face of the general himself.

	The loaded quirt rose and fell. He flung up an arm to protect himself, he managed to get off one shot before he went down. He never knew if he hit anybody. Sandalled, naked and booted feet kicked him. He rolled and put his arms around his head to protect it.

	He floated for an immeasurable time in a kind of red hell, not knowing if he were dead or alive and then, in a briefly lucid moment, he heard the general yelling: ‘Kill them all. Do not spare one of them. Except the Yanqui. Him we keep for better things.’

	He was dimly aware that the shooting had stopped. The air was no longer filled with cries of fear and pain. Men were carrying him. They seemed to tote him along for some time. The men stumbled and nearly dropped him. He was finally thrown onto a hard earthen floor and knew that he was inside a building. A man kicked him in the belly and cursed him. Another kicked him in the head. All around him was the dank and sickening smell of decaying vegetable matter. He thought it smelled like death.

	He rolled over onto his back and heard himself groan. Maybe the fellows that had got theirs out there were better off. With that sweet thought, he floated away either into sleep or unconsciousness.
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	Chapter Three

	 

	THIS TIME HE knew, as soon as he came limping mentally back into consciousness, escape was not going to be any easier than before. In fact, it was going to be well-nigh impossible.

	He reckoned that he was in some kind of a cellar. The only light that seeped into the place was through a small iron grill in the solid wooden door. The hinges of the door were iron also. The air was dank and cold; there was a stale and dead smell about the place.

	He knew that there were guards in the passageway outside the door. How many, he had no idea, but during the night and day he seemed to hear the murmur of their voices. Sometimes they fed him and sometimes they didn’t. He lost all sense of time, but he knew that while he slowly recovered from the beating he had taken, his regaining of strength was slow.

	Luckily the place was not too small. It was about eight feet one way and fifteen the other. He paced this space like a caged animal, seeking a way out. He exercised as much as he could, wanting to keep his body as strong as possible but knowing that the near-starvation was hourly taking its toll of him.

	He slept on the floor without covering, often waking to find himself shaking with cold. He knew that he was dirty and quickly becoming foul. His beard was growing and his hair was filthy and
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