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	McAllister was riding along minding his own business, when he heard a faint and distant popping and became conscious of the fact that somebody was being shot at. He went to investigate and saw a band of Comanches attacking a small group of men and one woman. There was no need to ask Rem McAllister twice to protect a woman and so, with guns blazing, he rode into action. With the Indians defeated, it turned out that the lady was being held by kidnappers. When he rescued Lisa Marabel, she threw her arms around him, and showed her gratitude in a most unladylike manner. He didn’t expect the same sort of thanks from her father. But even McAllister was surprised when old man Marabel tried his best to kill him.
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Chapter One

	 

	HIS NAME WAS Remington McAllister. He was six foot one in his socks, broad in the shoulder, slim in the hips and just about as dark-complected as an Indian. Which last maybe indicated that his old man, garrulous old liar that he was, was speaking the truth when he claimed that McAllister had been borne by a Cheyenne princess. At other times he claimed the boy’s mother as a high-born Mexican lady. That’s as it may be.

	It didn’t alter the facts of life one way or the other. McAllister had been raised in a hard world, root hog or die. A soft man would have died. McAllister didn’t. Which showed how he was made.

	In childhood he had been kicked, cuffed and cursed from one end of the frontier to the other, then around sixteen, he turned a little mean and started hitting back. He’d done that ever since. Sometimes on the right side of the law, sometimes on the wrong. It never made much difference to him—he met the same kind of folks on both sides. That was the way of the world.

	Maybe it isn’t the whole truth that he had been kicked around all his early life. The times he had spent wintering with the Cheyenne band of the chief Many Horses had been happy ones. For the rest of his life he always had a soft spot somewhere in him for the Cheyenne. Even after they started carving white folks up a little and going on the rampage. McAllister reckoned if he had been a Cheyenne he’d be doing much the same thing.

	By the time he reached his mid-twenties he decided he had fooled around enough, fighting and whoring around, picking fights and what kind of profit he could in a haphazard kind of a way, riding the hard trail up from the southwest in Texas to Kansas, nursing cows in Colorado in all weathers, chasing wild horses in Idaho and having a run-in with the law in Laramie over him shooting a man who had accused him of cheating.

	In his world a man’s fate depended to a great extent on his reputation. He did some short stints as a peace-officer in a few pretty unpleasant little towns, served as a federal marshal in some difficult situations, and during all this he became known as a dangerous man to cross. It also became known that, in his own individual and slightly crazy way, he was a totally honest man. His word was good.

	At this very moment he was between jobs, unworried and fancy free. He wasn’t too sure how old he was, because he didn’t know when he was born. All he knew was that he was there in the world with a horse and a saddle, a Remington belt-gun that had seen better days, a Henry repeating rifle that was good enough to keep a bunch of ambitious Kiowas at a respectful distance, enough grub for a couple of days and a somewhat jaundiced view of the frontier world in which he lived.

	His most precious possession was a horse that showed to the world a coat of cinnamon color which was generally referred to as canelo and a disposition that allowed few men other than McAllister to fork him.

	McAllister was riding along minding his own business, for the simple reason that it was all he could mind right out there in the middle of nowhere. When he heard a faint and distant popping he roused himself from a half-doze he’d been enjoying and became conscious of the fact that somebody was being shot at. He halted the canelo, eased himself in the saddle and took a look around.

	Buffalo grass extended as far as the eye could see. Nothing stirred except the grass itself under a light breeze from the north. The shots told him that there must be a break in the land which was not immediately apparent to the naked eye.

	Gunfire in this country meant either that the Texas Rangers were knocking hell out of Indians or Indians had caught some white folk and were knocking hell out of them. Either way, McAllister’s first instinct was to hightail out of there so as to lessen the chance of his own early demise. That was one of the first laws of survival.

	Be that as it may, the better side (or the foolish side—it depends on how you look at it) of his nature gained the upper hand and he reached back into the wallet behind the cantle of the saddle and drew out his glass. Putting it to his eye, he made a long careful sweep of the terrain to the north and made out a dark line which could only mean trees growing in a watered hollow.

	If anybody was being foolish enough to get themselves shot to death they must be doing it there. He put the glass away and gave the matter thought. Ammunition cost money and he was short. He had a dozen rounds for the Remington and one tube of shells to reload the Henry. That didn’t amount to much lead to throw around in a fight.

	Aw, what the hell? he thought. A man couldn’t live forever and he hadn’t been where the action was in a coon’s age. He touched the canelo with the quirt and sent it forward at a brisk trot.

	It wasn’t long before he came within a pistol shot of the depression and by now the firing had risen to a hysterical crescendo. He halted short of the break in the plain, swung down from the saddle and walked forward on foot. Not hurrying, because he never believed in haste except in life-and-death cases. His life or death.

	Lying prone on the lip of the depression, he saw that he was above a small steep-sided valley with timber growing along a watercourse at the bottom. Brush and boulders were scattered over the steep slopes and he could see several men crouching against the giant rocks, exposed to his gaze, but hidden from the men below in the timber, who were the defenders. He could see black puffs of smoke from their rifles and hear the crack and slam of their shots. On an open space, a couple of saddle-horses grazed, indifferent to the gunfire going on around them.

	The attackers were Indians. So he assumed that the defenders were white men. He lay there and asked himself just what that meant to him and he decided it didn’t mean a lot.

	He would probably have upped, walked back to his horse and ridden clear of a dangerous destiny had he not glimpsed in that moment a flutter of cloth among the trunks of the trees below him.

	Judas priest, he told himself, that’s a woman down there.

	Now maybe Remington McAllister had a wide mean streak like some men said, maybe he looked after Number One before all else, but he was a man of his time and place. If there was a female woman down there in danger of a fate worse than death at the hands of a bunch of Indians, whether she was young, old, pretty or ugly as all get out, it was no never mind. McAllister couldn’t have looked at himself in a mirror again for the rest of his days if he didn’t do something about it. And right that minute.

	He stood up and walked back to his horse thinking: Here I go again, being a goddam hero and no goddam profit in it.

	He heaved the Henry from the boot, checked the load and stepped into the saddle. He reckoned he’d do his little chore from the back of a horse. Nothing like keeping on the move when the lead was out looking for you. Besides, he prided himself on his shooting from the back of a running horse, and if you were all set for a little grandstanding, you might as well do the job in style.

	He urged the canelo into a run and rode along the lip of the depression, winding the lines around the saddle horn and guiding the animal with his knees. He took a sweeping and all-embracing look at the scene below him, rammed the butt of the rifle into his shoulder and started shooting.

	The brave directly below him embraced the boulder behind which he was hiding before sliding onto his face.

	At once heads were turned and dark eyes sighted the intruder. Almost as quickly, he saw the puffs of smoke from their rifles as they tried for him. He immediately circled the canelo away from the depression, turned abruptly west and then charged directly at the rimrock again. This time, he rode clean into the little valley, sweeping down the steep slope from a new angle and catching an Indian as he raced along the side of the slope. He was coming almost straight for McAllister who angled his horse slightly and fired almost point-blank. It was good shooting from the back of a jumping horse, if he said so himself. The warrior was knocked from his feet and tumbled all arms and legs down into the rocks below.

	McAllister glanced in the direction the man had been heading and at once located the Indian’s horse-herd bunched in a rocky dell to the west. He turned the canelo again and headed for it on the run. The attackers were in no doubt of his intentions and sent a hail of lead and arrows after him. They knew as well as he did the fate of men caught out in this kind of country on foot.

	He also knew two things. One, he had taken their attention from the defenders. Two, they would have at least one man with the horses.

	He had no sooner thought this than that man appeared over the rocks between his charges and McAllister. His left hand held a bow and his right hand was pulling the befeathered haft of an arrow to his ear. The range was short and McAllister didn’t doubt the man knew how to handle that Osage bow to deadly effect.

	This was no time for fooling. He swung from the saddle, dropped his rifle in the process and hit the ground running, covered no more than a couple of yards, then tripped on something and went down, hard.

	The wind went out of his body with the sound of a dying church organ. He heard the bow-string twang and the arrow thud into a mark. But he felt no pain, so he assumed he wasn’t hit. There wasn’t time to debate the matter. This fellow was a Comanche and McAllister knew he’d have a fresh arrow notched before he could draw the breath he didn’t have.

	He rolled frantically to the right, found himself entangled in brush and heard the second arrow strike the ground viciously precisely where he had been lying a second before. Tearing flesh and cloth on the brush, he heaved the old Remington from leather faster than he had ever done in his life before, cocked and fired at the skylined figure above him.

	He knew he’d missed as soon as he saw the man bounding down toward him. He cocked and triggered again and heard nothing more than an empty click which meant he’d had a misfire.

	Christ, he thought, I’m as good as mutton.

	The man was on him, striking down at him with the heavy haft of the bow. McAllister raised an arm to ward it off. But it never fell. Before his amazed eyes, the man sank to his knees, stayed still for a moment before keeling over sideways.

	McAllister didn’t waste a second. He could hear the others coming on the run. He had to save his own life or reach those horses. If the animals scattered, the Indians would go after them. If there had been time to think, maybe he would have opted for saving his life. But there wasn’t time and he went for the horses, running toward the boulders and going up them in great long-legged bounds. There was a ragged burst of gunfire behind him and he heard the lead splatter on stone. Something plucked at the sleeve of his coat. For a moment he was skylined on top of the pile of boulders, then he was jumping down toward the horse-herd and every animal there was fighting its tie-line to escape from the hated smell of a white man.

	McAllister rammed the Remington away in leather, drew his knife and started slashing at lines as he was threatened by wicked unshod hoofs and snapping teeth. Then he was letting go with the Reb yell at the top of his voice and the horses were scattering out, eyes rolling and heads tossing, wanting nothing more for the moment than to run and keep on running.

	All praise to old McAllister in that moment for not losing his head. A fact that no doubt rested upon the necessity of keeping his scalp on his head and his skin whole. As a little zebra dun broke past him for the open plain, he grabbed for its black mane, was tom from his feet, fought to regain them and vaulted onto the animal’s back. His backside was rammed home hard into the crude Comanche saddle and the half-wild animal went berserk, pitching wildly and turning its head to snap at its unwanted rider. McAllister had a vivid picture of being dumped onto the dirt there and then, and would lie half-stunned so that the Indians could come up and lift his hair in comfort.

	No time to exhibit a love for our dumb brethren. He belted that little dim along the side of its face with his clenched fist, knocking some of the fight out of it and some sense into it. It decided to run.

	It turned uphill and strained against the steep slope. McAllister turned his head to see a dozen short, bow-legged and no doubt blood-thirsty Comanche warriors, all possessing a wish to deprive that same McAllister of his life. Arrows and bullets sang their song of hate through the hot air.

	At that moment, McAllister got mad. Which was a circumstance that always caused him to do something totally insane, totally senseless, totally unexpected and so, sometimes, completely effective.

	Somehow he managed to turn that Indian war-horse downhill and, with another of those blood-curdling Rebel yells, charged down upon the amazed warriors.

	Now it was an Indian tradition that if an enemy ran away, you chased him. Likewise, if he charged you, you beat a retreat. Maybe it was part of the fun of war, maybe a habit. Who knows? The Comanches, being a conventional folk and, at the same time, showing their good sense, ran for it. In the direction of their departed horses.

	Seeing its own kind, as you might say, disappearing, the Indian pony started giving McAllister a rough time again and McAllister, whose butt and bones had, he considered, already suffered enough, decided to break off relations with it, dismounted and let it run free. He caught up his own horse which had stopped almost as soon as he felt the dragging line and which hated the smell of Indian horses as much as they hated the smell of him.

	Lying near the animal, McAllister found the Henry and, toting it, he remounted and rode toward the folks he had rescued, bracing himself in anticipation of their profuse gratitude and possible reward.
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Chapter Two

	THE FIRST HE saw of them didn’t exactly bring sunshine into his life. The man who came into sight was large and he wore a clawhammer coat, a flat-crowned hat and flat-heeled boots. No cattle-country man for sure. Though trail-soiled and unshaven, he had the look about him of a smoothly-operating townsman. He leaned against the bole of a tree and watched McAllister’s approach as if it wasn’t the most joyous occasion in the world. In his hands he held a modem, very clean repeating rifle. McAllister with such a rifle in his hands could have held off and defeated a hundred Comanches before breakfast. Or so our hero’s thoughts went.

	McAllister looked around for the other defenders, but, in that first moment, could see no sign of them. Which, if you’ll pardon the play on words, was not a good sign. So he halted the canelo at a fair distance from the unprepossessing stranger and said: ‘Howdy.’

	The man eyed McAllister stonily and replied in kind: ‘Howdy.’

	McAllister waited for the flow of grateful words and concentrated his mind on the two extremities of his sight in an attempt to spot the others. His curiosity was aroused and he decided that one act of foolishness had best be followed by another.

	Even at this point, he didn’t like the situation and suspected that he would do well to call it a day and depart. He didn’t have many worldly goods to be robbed of, which made those he did possess doubly valuable to him. Without his guns, horse and saddle, there would be little more than an awkward disposition and a reckless nature left. He decided to be chatty.

	The Henry still in his hand, he stepped down from the saddle and said amiably: ‘That was a pretty close run thing, mister.’

	The stranger looked a little worried by his dismounting and said: ‘Yeah. I’m grateful to you, sir. That was a fine thing you just did. Mighty fine. But no call for you to waste your time around here. Don’t let us delay you in no way.’

	McAllister walked toward him and the canelo followed at his shoulder. The California horse might bear a grudge against a whole lot of mankind, but with McAllister he was as obedient and devoted as a dog. McAllister had that effect on some women, children and animals. He was grateful for the close presence of the animal. If trouble came, an obedient horse was a useful item to have around, both as a means of getting out of it and as cover. A fellow who might not fret too much about shooting a man might hesitate to risk killing an animal as good as the canelo.

	The man in the clawhammer started looking pretty agitated as McAllister drew near and, as if by accident, the muzzle of the rifle strayed down until, at a slight pressure on the trigger, the owner could have put a nasty and certainly lethal hole in McAllister’s chest. A point that McAllister did not miss.

	He halted and became aware of a slight movement out of the left corner of his eye. Turning his head, he saw a second man appear from behind a tree.

	This was a character more within McAllister’s knowledge and experience. The young apprentice hardcase. He showed all the symptoms—wary, vicious eyes, the tight steel-spring stance that showed a readiness to draw a gun that such creatures liked to adopt. He even wore two belt-guns—to McAllister a ludicrous and tiring habit. The mouth was tight and surrounded by acne. Here and there on the pinched face showed the ass-fluff of the adolescent.

	Maybe the kid was enough to make a man laugh, but McAllister didn’t underestimate him. He could probably use at least one of those flashy bone-handled guns and his presence showed McAllister that he had gotten himself into an unpleasant and maybe fatal crossfire. That is, should trouble start. Under these circumstances, he decided that it wouldn’t be him who started it.

	Of one thing he was certain—there was trouble here or he had never met it before in all his life.

	You would think, he told himself, these bastards didn’t want to be rescued.

	He looked at the boy and smiled.

	‘Howdy,’ he said pleasantly.

	The kid swallowed, showed a powerfully working Adam’s apple and said: ‘Howdy.’

	McAllister had the feeling that there was a third man some place. He turned his eyes to the right and saw him. This one was a cowman, of sorts, and he had reached the bottom of the ladder. Hardcase and on the owl hoot. He had it written all over him. McAllister couldn’t have told you how he knew. He just knew. He had known too many of the breed in his time. Maybe he was one himself.

	Where, he thought, is the woman?

	A small warning voice inside his skull told him to fork that old horse and depart while he was in one piece.

	‘No call to thank me,’ he said with what he thought was a nice and gentle tone of irony. ‘It was my pleasure and I’d of done the same for any man. Or woman. Speakin’ of which, I hope the little lady came through this ruckus without comin’ to no harm.’

	The clawhammer looked surprised.

	‘Lady?’ he said. ‘There ain’t no lady here.’

	McAllister also registered surprise.

	‘Don’t tell me,’ he said, ‘one of you fellows was fightin’ in skirts.’

	The cowman-type fellow to his right, who incidentally was holding a Remington rifle in a businesslike fashion, said: ‘Mister, that re-mark was kinda in-del-i-cate. We’re grateful. We sure appreciate what you did. It was a Christian an’ real kindly act. Now there ain’t nothin’ to stop you gettin’ on your way.’

	McAllister stared at him, looking as simple as a pilgrim at his first roundup.

	‘Real nice of you to say that,’ he said. ‘Glad to be of service to you-all. But I’m sure concerned about that there lady I thought I seen. My eyes sure must be playin’ me tricks. Yessir.’

	He walked past the clawhammer and entered the trees. At once he came on the spot where the party had been camped. The fire still smoked between its stones, there were four saddles on the ground and there, all around the fire, were the four plates. McAllister stopped and pointed to the ground.

	‘See right there, boys,’ he said. ‘There’s female sign or I never saw it before.’ He turned and looked at them, smiling. ‘What do you know about that? You had a lady right here in camps an’ you never knowed she was here.’

	They were all around him now, staring at the ground. Something hard prodded McAllister in the side. Turning his head, his eyes met the cold pale-blue ones of the kid.

	‘One move,’ the boy said, ‘an’ I’ll blow a hole in you so you could drive a stage through it.’ His teeth were clenched and he was all a-quiver with being the tough killer. It would have been funny if the gun hadn’t been cocked.

	McAllister said: ‘Kid, with a cocked gun in my back, I don’t aim to argue a-tall.’

	‘Don’t call me “kid”,’ said the kid, ‘or I’ll blast you any road.’

	The cowman-type hardcase said: ‘This hombre is just a nuisance now. Cut him down an’ leave us get on.’

	‘You got killin’ on the brain,’ said clawhammer. ‘What in hell do we have to kill him for?’

	‘He seen us,’ said the other. ‘When that posse comes a-trailin’ either he’s a witness against us or he gets in our road. It’s a waste of time to fool around. Knock him off and hit the trail.’ 

	‘He’s right,’ said the kid.

	‘I’m still ramroddin’ this outfit,’ said clawhammer. ‘I give the orders around here.’

	‘The big augur,’ said the cowman. ‘The brains.’

	‘Take his weapons,’ said clawhammer.

	The kid relieved McAllister of the old Remington. The cowman took the Henry. Clawhammer turned him around and took his knife. McAllister reckoned he didn’t stand much chance now. All he was left with was his brains and nerve he never thought he was over-endowed with.

	Clawhammer said: ‘Catch up the horses and get the girl out here.’

	The kid disappeared into the timber in one direction, the cowman in the other. McAllister was left alone with clawhammer and he knew this could be his last chance to get out of this situation alive. He wasn’t quite sure what the situation actually was. All he was certain of was that his life wasn’t worth a Confederate cent. This would teach him to mind his own business and ride on when he heard gunfire on the plains in future. Which was a laugh, because there probably wasn’t any future.

	The cowman came back leading four horses. McAllister was a horseman if nothing else and he knew good stock when he saw it. These horses had been stolen from a man who knew how to breed real class.

	Twigs snapped to the left and he turned to see the kid leading onto the scene the owner of the skirts that McAllister had seen flutter from the rimrock at the start of the fight.

	The sight of her stopped him in his tracks.

	She was the loveliest sight his skeptical eyes had ever been flattered by. She was tall, her hair was red-gold, her eyes the clearest gray and fringed with dark lashes, her mouth a challenge to every male on two legs and her figure would have turned the mind of a petrified saint to matters of the flesh. McAllister was no authority on such things, but it looked to him as if the dress she wore was a ball gown. It was tattered and torn and gave evidence of its owner having come a long hard journey. It also told McAllister something more.

	This girl had been kidnapped.

	She looked at McAllister and McAllister looked at her. He removed his hat and said: ‘Ma’am.’

	She took in the scene at a glance—the gun pointed at his belly, his state of disarmament.

	‘I ought to thank you, sir,’ she said, ‘for saving my life. But I guess you didn’t do that. I am still in the hands of these animals. As indeed you are.’

	The kid said: ‘I don’t have to take that. You heard her. She called us animals.’

	McAllister nodded agreement.

	‘Cringin’ yaller coyotes to put a precise word on it,’ he told the kid.

	The cowman dropped the lines of the horses he was holding, walked up to McAllister and hit him in the belly with the butt of his rifle. McAllister doubled up and the rifle barrel crashed against the side of his head. His long lean body stretched itself out on the ground. He kicked a couple of times and lay still.

	The girl gave a cry of alarm and would have run to him, but the kid caught her by the hair and flung her to the ground. She screamed.

	‘Go easy with our investment,’ clawhammer said.

	McAllister lay on his face and thought: I’m goin’ to kill these bastards. That's a solemn promise, McAllister.

	He heard the girl cry out: ‘You’ve killed him. You pigs, you’ve killed him. The Indians would have finished us all and you’ve paid your debt to him by killing him.’

	Clawhammer said: ‘Get her aboard a horse and tie her to it. Lew, drag this waddy outa sight an’ settle his hash.’

	Somebody grasped McAllister by the wrist and started dragging him. McAllister played dead. It wasn’t easy because his face was dragging along the ground. He heard the girl screaming
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