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Garrett’s Trail to Justice


 


Dayton Garrett is something of a troubleshooter, often taking on hard or dangerous jobs. His brother offers to help with his most recent problem, but the aid comes at a price.


Soon, a simple child recovery escalates and ends up angering the family who run the town of Shilo. Dayton then finds himself drawn into a second battle, this time against the most powerful family in Larkinville.


Kidnappers, slavery, and guarding a condemned prisoner, while facing off against deadly killers from two different towns who want him dead – it could be that Dayton has finally taken on more than any one man can handle. However, Dayton has never quit a job until it is done.


He battles the odds, no matter how great, until he wins the fight . . . or dies trying.
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Chapter One


 


‘Grab anything you can,’ Alyson’s mother pleaded softly, her voice barely audible. ‘Don’t come back without something for us to eat.’ The woman reached out a feeble hand and gently stroked Alyson’s face. ‘I know ’tis a mighty burden, dear daughter, but we have nothing left.’


Alyson nodded her head obediently, though she loathed the idea of walking the streets begging or trying to steal bread or food for the two of them. There was also a lot of competition. The Great Famine, as it was being called, had devastated the Ireland potato crop for the fifth year in a row. There were stories going around that women and children were being shipped to Australia, thousands of them. Her mother said it was a plan to try and save the remainder of those still trying to survive in their homeland. Never had a potato blight lasted so long. A great number of people had died from starvation and many men deserted their families in hopes the tenuous charity system would provide for them. Some men of weaker character, like her father, ran away simply to try and save themselves.


Alyson spent the next few hours prowling the nearby farms and houses, seeking any morsel of food. When she failed to find even a mere scrap, she ventured into town and began her hunt. It was a terrible existence with no relief in sight. Reduced to stealing to live for the past several weeks, Alyson had only managed a few hard rolls, a handful of limes and a small bag of mostly rotten potatoes. Each time she had managed to slip away unseen, or had outrun the store owner. But the people had become more vigilant, guarding what few goods they had, and ever on the alert for children walking alone. Some had even hired teenage youths to discourage theft or run down a stealer.


Before attempting outright thievery, Alyson begged at a number of shops and even tried her luck on the street. It was of little use, as she had to compete with dozens of other children, beggars of all ages, and even women with babies in their arms. So many were starving; it simply overwhelmed the few who were able to support themselves.


Alyson finally made a desperate attempt, snatching a loaf of bread from just inside a shop. But she was spotted and pursued by a teenage boy. He caught her after a short run and dragged her back to the store owner. The man ignored her crying and pleas and turned her over to the local authorities.


Locked in a room with several other thieves, Alyson’s turn came for her to be taken to the local magistrate. She was led to one of the main buildings in town and escorted to a small office. She couldn’t read the printing on the door, but a portly man, attired in a rather drab suit and seated behind a desk, gave her a tired and somewhat exasperated look.


‘Where is your mother, child?’ he asked.


‘Please, sir,’ Alyson gave him the most pitiful expression she could manage, ‘me mum is too weak to stand up. I didn’t want to steal, but we’ve had nothing to eat for three days.’


He had obviously heard the same story a thousand times. ‘I asked you where she is.’


‘At the second bridge crossing leading out to MacAuley’s farm. Me father worked there until the potatoes went bad again this season. He said he would return for us, but he never came back.’


The man summoned a clerk and sent a runner to take some help and locate Alyson’s mother. In the meantime she was returned to the room of confinement again. After an hour or two had passed she was again collected to visit the man behind the desk.


‘I’m sorry,’ the man began, once Alyson was seated on a hard wooden chair. ‘It seems your mother didn’t have enough life left in her to wait for your return. Her body is being moved to the cemetery.’ He took out a ledger, opened it to a page and spoke gently, but with purpose.


‘What was your mother’s name?’


Alyson had to swallow her grief before she could squeak out, ‘Tara Walsh.’


‘Do you have any relatives, anyone here who can care for you?’


‘No one,’ Alyson replied. ‘ ’Tis why me father left. We had no place to go.’


‘What is your full name and age, child?’ the man asked.


‘Alyson Walsh,’ she replied meekly. ‘Seven years old.’


A minute trace of compassion entered the man’s otherwise haggard face. ‘These are bad times, lassie.’ He stated the obvious. ‘There are no funds or food to support all of the needy people in the country. To save your life and the lives of many like you, we are dispatching passenger ships to Australia. When you arrive, someone will look out for you and make you a new home.’


‘Me mother said everyone there is a criminal – killers and thieves.’


‘Not so, lassie,’ he riposted. ‘It has grown into a new country, with a working government and mills, farms and ranches. Cities are thriving and there are many opportunities for its people.’


‘You going to send me there? To Australia?’


‘We can’t feed or house so many orphans and starving people, Alyson,’ he explained. ‘There’s no other place to go. We must take these drastic measures if we are to save our country.’


Tears formed tiny trails down Alyson’s cheeks. Her heart ached for the loss of her mother, and she was filled with hatred for the man who had deserted them. Now she was being sent across the sea, away from the only home she had ever known. She was alone . . . completely unwanted and alone. If only. . . .


 


The clang of metal striking the cell bars woke Alyson from the dreaded recurring memory. It had been so many years, and still the dream came to haunt her. She sat up on the prison cot and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. It was ridiculous that a condemned prisoner ought to have to eat so early in the morning. After all, she had nothing to do all day to occupy her time until the noon meal of bread and water.


‘Here you go, beautiful.’ Deputy Lynch sneered the words. ‘I’ve brung you a royal treat for your breakfast. Hope you don’t choke on the mush and stale bread.’ He laughed derisively. ‘It would be bad manners if you died before the noose was even around your neck.’


Alyson did not reply. She had not spoken a word since the judge declared she would be hanged for murder. With her eyes lowered, she moved to the cell door and accepted the cup of water, crust of bread, and bowl of oatmeal. Turning about, she returned to the bed, sat down, and stirred the mush to make sure it held no surprises. Fortunately, the sheriff, even though he was the cousin of the man she had killed, was a decent sort. He forbade any tormenting or mistreatment of an inmate. To his credit, he often checked to see she had been properly treated.


Alyson paused before taking a bite to offer up a silent prayer.


‘Best be praying that the rope breaks your neck, sweetheart.’ Lynch had been watching. ‘It takes a long time to die by strangling.’


Alyson ignored his morbid teasing. She tasted the oatmeal and was relieved to find that the preparer had added a little salt. It wasn’t good, but it was edible.


‘Anything you need – perfume, new shoes, a cast-iron neck brace?’ Lynch continued his mocking but still failed to elicit a response.


Weary of being ignored, Deputy Lynch finally left her alone and went back to the outer office. Alyson began to eat, not because of hunger, but because it was the only thing she could do to pass the time. Two more days until her hanging, forty-eight hours until she was paraded out in front of a curious crowd of spectators to have a rope put about her neck. At least the dreams will end, she consoled herself. The dreadful loneliness and misery of her daily existence would be at an end.


When finished with the pitiful excuse for a meal, she cleaned up as best she could and made up her bed. Sitting down once more, she would spend the day contemplating what might have been and beseech God that, when dropped through the gallows trapdoor, the rope would mercifully break her neck.


 


Shilo, California, was nestled in a little valley between several working goldfields and a major trail to San Francisco. With adequate water and fertile soil it had grown into a thriving settlement that served travelers, gold seekers and pilgrim families from all over the country. Prosperous and booming since it was founded, the bulk of the businesses and land were controlled by the Bismark family, German immigrants who had seen a way to make a fortune from the goldfields without digging in dirt and rock or living in a tent.


As he stopped his mare and packmule at the crest of a hill, Dayton Garrett recalled what he knew about Shilo. From the viewpoint, he gazed down upon the many wooden structures and the wide main street of the town. There were a half-dozen saloons, a city hall, school, church, taverns, inns and shops of all kinds. Shilo was more than a makeshift town, it was a miniature city. Beyond Shilo were crops of corn, wheat and produce. Also he had passed several ranches with sheep, pigs, goats and cattle. Shilo appeared to be a self-supporting little burg.


Touching his heels to his mount, Dayton picked up the well-traveled road a short way from town and entered down the main street. A short way past a saddle shop and a sheriff’s office was a bakery. He spotted a sign hanging from a corner bracket and knew he’d found the right place.


After tying off his animals Dayton paused to admire his brother’s shingle which read: Knute Garrett, Attorney at Law. Then he went up an outside stairway to reach an entrance to a second-storey office. He tapped once, was rewarded by a ‘Come on in!’ from inside and pushed open the door. The interior was a combination of office and bedroom apartment. From its dimensions and a nicely painted partition, it appeared that the upper floor was shared with the owners of the bakery below. Knute looked up from his desk, where he had been busy writing something.


‘Dee!’ he cried warmly, rising up to extend his hand.


‘Long time,’ Dayton said, moving forward to shake his brother’s hand. ‘Been what . . . eight or nine years?’


‘Ever since you left home and went off to win the war,’ Knute replied, sitting back down and waiting until Dayton had taken a chair opposite him at his desk. Then he said, ‘I was glad when you contacted me.’


‘I figured you might know of a way to help me find the kid I’m looking for,’ Dayton replied. ‘You said you had a list for me?’


‘Yes. I contacted the state offices in Sacramento,’ Knute said. ‘The agency handling child affairs offered to provide the list, but also wants to empower you to complete a questionnaire concerning any and all of the wards you contact. Suits your needs and the State gets something in return. It will also give you limited authority in case someone doesn’t want the State looking into their affairs.’


‘Shouldn’t be much of a chore,’ Dayton said. ‘Especially with the name of the one I’m looking for on the list.’


‘So you’ve been searching for a child of a friend of yours?’


‘Yes,’ Dayton replied. ‘There’s a little more to it than that, but finding the child is the first step.’


‘Mom will be proud.’ Knute praised Dayton’s efforts. ‘Never figured you to be such a Good Samaritan.’


‘Yeah, I’m full of surprises.’


‘Have you seen her yet?’ Knute wanted to know.


‘I hope to get down that way once this job is finished.’


Kunte turned serious. ‘Uh, Dee, there is another reason I’m glad you’re here. Can you spare a few minutes?’


‘Sure thing, big brother. What’s on your mind?’


Knute deliberated for a few moments, as if deciding what he wanted to say. Dayton waited patiently, too long absent from the family to know how his brother’s mind worked. There had never been a close bond between him and Knute. Knute was ten years older than he was and had gone off to college during Dayton’s last two years at home. Dayton joined the Union to fight the Confederacy at eighteen, so his memories of Knute were distant and vague. The frequent letters between him and his mother had provided information about Knute’s progress and whereabouts. Now married with a child of four or five, this was where Knute had decided to hang his shingle.


‘I’ve been keeping tabs on you, little brother.’ Knute spoke along the same line. ‘I see Mom several times a year and she is always relating stories about your exciting and adventurous life.’


Dayton shrugged. ‘I reckon she added a little frosting to the cake, but I’ve managed to stay busy.’


‘Town-tamer in Colorado, involved in a range war over in Wyoming, helped the Treasury Department bring down a counterfeit ring, and even pinned on a deputy’s badge with the US Marshal office on occasion.’


‘I’ve had a scrape or two,’ Dayton admitted. ‘Is that what this is about? Are you in some kind of trouble?’


‘First off,’ Knute removed several sheets of paper, ‘here’s the list I got from Sacramento. They included all of the pertinent information for every ward in this part of the country.’


Dayton looked over one page and then another. ‘The boy’s here!’ he exclaimed happily, finding the name for which he was searching. ‘This is exactly what I needed. He’s at a ranch that has . . .’ he counted quickly, ‘whoa! they have thirty-five wards listed.’


‘Plantation workers,’ Knute surmised. ‘Can’t buy slaves, but you can put kids to work for pennies a month.’ He grunted his displeasure. ‘I suppose it beats having those orphans begging on the streets.’


‘It links to something I’ve been working on,’ Dayton told his brother. ‘I’ll head up there and see where all of this leads.’


‘Just remember, I agreed to have you verify the status of each of the names whenever you contact the people who are caring for wards of the State. The Department doesn’t have the funds to do a lot of follow-ups after the placement of orphans and lost children. This way the State will know there are no fraudulent claims being made.’


‘I’ll treat it like a case for the law,’ Dayton vowed. ‘Is that the help you wanted?’


‘No, not really,’ Knute said. He hesitated, as if uncertain of what he wanted to say. ‘What I need . . . it’s an actual life-or-death situation. This is. . . .’ He shook his head and started again. ‘Dee, let me tell you a story. After you’ve heard it, maybe you can suggest a way to proceed.’


‘You’re asking my advice?’ Dayton didn’t hide his surprise. ‘You’re the one who went to college and got all smart and educated.’


‘This tale is about a young woman,’ Knute stuck to his narrative. ‘She was my client, but the trial was a complete farce, little more than a kangaroo court. I had no chance to win her case, and day after tomorrow she is to be hanged for murder.’


 


Ludwig sat in his leather-bound chair and glanced at the newspaper. It was three days old, having been sent from San Francisco with the mail. He specifically chose this paper because it included world news. Not that his family would ever return home to Germany, but an intelligent man liked to keep abreast of what was happening in the world.


Klaus entered their shared office and plopped down on the divan. ‘What’s new, dear brother?’


‘Did you know there is a fancy dining car on the Chicago-Alton Railroad? George Pullman is calling it the Delmonico, after the restaurant of the same name in New York. It’s been running for almost a year.’


‘Interesting . . . if we ever go back East.’ Klaus remarked, unable to hide the fact he had no interest whatsoever. He immediately turned to a more urgent concern. ‘I’ve been informed our Good Samaritan attorney is writing more letters. You know he sent off a wire to the governor to try and stop the hanging.’


‘Governor Haight won’t intervene,’ Ludwig said. ‘He has a full plate of problems without getting involved in a small-town murder case.’ He shrugged off-handedly. ‘Plus, I made a substantial donation to his election campaign. It will take more than the disgruntled mutterings of an attorney who lost a case to prompt him to interfere with the sentence.’


‘All the same, I think we ought to run Garrett out of town. Let him do his lawyering someplace else.’


‘The man has done a lot of good work for us, Klaus. He handled those lease agreements last year and manages the city business all by himself. We would have to hire three men to fill his shoes.’


‘Yes, but—’


Ludwig raised a hand to stop Klaus from arguing. ‘He only represented the murderer so that this execution would all be above board and legal. It’s normal procedure for an attorney to file an appeal or two when defending someone’s life.’


‘I don’t know.’ Klaus was unconvinced. ‘That Alyson is a pretty girl. Finest red hair and most beautiful green eyes I’ve ever seen.’


‘It’s her Irish heritage,’ Ludwig said. ‘Besides, Garrett has a wife and child to support; he isn’t going to risk losing his job here.’


‘I’m just saying—’


‘And Alyson won’t look so pretty once she hits the end of the hangman’s noose.’


‘You’re the senior partner,’ Klaus allowed. ‘It was your son she killed. I’ll let you be the judge of what needs to be done.’


‘No one is going to try and stop the hanging,’ Ludwig avowed. ‘Otto and Erich are watching at the jail. They take turns spending nights there with Lynch. Plus, I told Erich to have Wolfgang and his men keep an eye on the town. With that many guns, no one is going to mess with us.’


Klaus cleared his throat. ‘Uh, speaking of my son, he got into a row with one of our teamsters this morning. Looks like the man might die from the beating.’


‘Dammit, Klaus!’ Ludwig snapped, unable to suppress his ire. ‘You have to rein in that boy. He’s driven off a dozen employees with his belligerent attitude and bullying. I’ve had less trouble with my three sons combined than you’ve had with him alone.’


‘Hans couldn’t keep his hands off of the Walsh girl and got himself killed,’ Klaus countered defensively. ‘That doesn’t exactly make your boys angels.’


Ludwig’s stern look cowed his younger brother, even though he spoke the truth. After thoroughly putting him in his proper place, Ludwig admitted, ‘You’re right. Hans and Wolfgang were a lot alike, and, unless you rein in your son, he is going to get himself killed just like Hans.’


‘He’s not a bad boy – got a lot of spirit.’ Klaus excused his actions.


‘Bullying people is not spirit,’ Ludwig argued. ‘Wolfgang uses our family name like a weapon and wields it over everyone in town. It’s bad for our image, bad for our business, too.’


‘I’ll speak to him,’ Klaus promised.


‘Just be forewarned; if a judge somewhere issues a warrant for your son, we won’t be able to prevent him from being arrested. We have our livelihood to consider and we can’t survive if our town becomes known as a stronghold for thugs. We are the town elders and must set the example.’


Klaus submissively studied the toes on his shoes. ‘I hear you, big brother.’


Ludwig watched him rise to his feet and shuffle out of the room. He knew Wolfgang was about as controllable as a tornado. They had put him in charge of their freight and shipping office. He didn’t do any of the paperwork, but he oversaw the teams, drivers and wagons. Now the moron had possibly killed one of the teamsters. It was tough to get people to work for you if you beat them to death for making a mistake or mouthing off.


Considering his brother’s visit caused him to consider Alyson Walsh. He was not happy about the idea of hanging a woman. The action certainly would not bolster their public image. But she had killed his youngest son, albeit the most spoiled of his children. He had no doubt Hans had been in the process of forcing himself on the girl. He had done as much and ended up in trouble twice before. Ludwig had handled both incidents with diplomacy, as well as a fair amount of money, to make them go away. However, Alyson had fought back on her own. She had stabbed him right through the heart. It made no difference that the girl had been defending herself. She would pay the ultimate price for killing his son.









Chapter Two


 


Dayton discreetly watched the jail during the afternoon and formulated a plan. There was a sheriff and two deputies watching the town and going to and from the sheriff’s office. When darkness fell he knew where all three men were at. The sheriff had gone home for the day, leaving him two deputies to deal with.


Dayton was ready when one of the two men exited the office. The fellow took a look up and down the street, then started to walk towards the nearest saloon, either to get a drink or have a look around. He didn’t get far before Dayton slipped in behind him.


‘Open your mouth, lawman,’ he rasped in a hushed voice, ‘and you’re dead.’ To prove he was serious he pressed the muzzle of his gun against the back of the man’s head. The warning stopped the deputy in his tracks and he lifted his hands.


‘Back into the alleyway, and keep your eyes to the front,’ Dayton ordered, using his free hand to guide the man. Once into the darkened passageway Dayton bound the man’s wrists behind his back with a sturdy length of rawhide. He then stuffed a rag in his mouth and tied it in place with a strip of cloth. Satisfied with his handiwork, he checked to see that no one was on the street. The few people still awake were inside the saloon, so he marched the lawman back to the jail and stopped his prisoner at the door.


Having been observant, he knew that the signal between the sheriff and deputies was not verbal. Two taps, wait a short space of time and then a third tap. Dayton had his bandanna in place and his hat tipped low to hide most of his face. He knocked twice, hesitated, knocked a third time and pushed open the door.


The second man on duty was sitting behind a desk asleep, feet up on the piece of furniture, with his arms folded and his chin resting on his chest. He had not even been awakened at the entrance of his pal. Dayton quickly tied the first man to a chair, then awoke, bound and gagged the second. He pulled his chair over to his first captive and secured the two chairs back to back. Next, he used the pot-bellied stove and some twine to affix a double-barrelled shotgun in place so that it was aimed at the two men. He ran the twine around the trigger and over to the duo, then slipped a noose over their heads. After pulling the twine tight, he cocked the hammers back and eyed his two prisoners.
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