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Reins of Satan


 


The reins of Satan are harnessed to the sins of violence.


Civil War veteran Gabriel McDermott has spent the last thirty years as an enforcer for anyone who could pay. But times have changed. It is now 1897 and the Old West is fading. His talents are no longer in demand and this hard man is now seen as a relic from long ago.


In a desire to escape his past and settle down, he turns in his young travelling companion for a $1500 reward. However, when his partner is hanged without a trial, the execution awakes Gabe’s lost conscience. Memories from a violent past return to haunt and his nerve fails – just when Satan decides to call.
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CHAPTER 1


 


GENESIS – STAINS


 


‘You always remember the first man you kill and the last. It’s the ones in between that hide in the shadows, only to come out when you least expect.’


These were the words said to me by my sergeant. I was nineteen and he was twenty-three, and as life weary as my grandfather and then some. He had been at Pittsburg Landing where they could smell the scent of victory through the stench of the dead – but it wasn’t to be. I joined just after as a fresh-faced boy soldier along with the other youthful reinforcements, and in just six months we were all battered, brittle, and preparing for our annihilation. But that didn’t come either. We skirmished south to fight on for nearly three more years. When we abandoned Richmond, our lives had been exhaled to exhaustion. I was now twenty-two, and a sergeant. I was also starting to see the faces in the shadows. They would come during fitful bouts of cold, uncomfortable sleep.


I remembered each last man I had killed, until he became the second last, then the third – dimming in my memory, fourth – fading, fifth – into the gloom, sixth – gone.


The war may have ended, but they hadn’t departed. Without warning, they would come back to reappear and stand before me in the half-light of half-sleep, just before dawn, observing me. It was to continue over the years with unrelenting repetition as their faces, never looking any older, multiplied. I would wake with a start, a kick, sometimes a yell, thrashing out of my bedroll. The others in the camp would stay well away and give me ground around the campfire. To the young cowhands I was a curiosity, but in a boarding house, where men crowded in and slept cheek to jowl, I was an embarrassment and someone to steer clear of.


Later, those silent faces from the dark past started to talk. They pleaded to be released and I pleaded with them to go. My only salvation was liquor and work. I worked hard from before dawn to after dark. It was a life around cattle and men, where pride and self-respect had to be earned with fist and gun. And at night I would let the alcohol wash away the memories and bad dreams. But, just like the tale of that final straw upon the camel’s back, the weight of my dark thoughts from my nightmares and sins had collected to near breaking point. It was as if the delicate spring of a prized pocket watch was being slowly overwound by its zealous owner.


That was just before Hiram got inside my head and pushed all the others out.


He was a Tennessee boy, some twenty or more years younger than me, from near Thompson’s Station. His family name was Miller and he was related, through marriage, to the Tates. These kin were wild and unpredictable but Hiram was different. He could hold his liquor, mouth, and gun steady. He had also been my last and final partner. There would be no more. I had made sure of that.


We were never real close. It was more a partnership of convenience, but we had ridden together and shared profits when they came our way, so that must have counted for something. But even if it didn’t, what I did to Hiram Miller saw me sink to a depth of depravity that not even I believed I was capable.


I had seen an old poster by chance that said he was wanted in Kansas for horse thieving over near Emporia, from sometime before we had met up. The reward was $1,500, which to me, at my time of life, was a king’s ransom. I could never make or save that sort of money in the years I had left. So when we reached Caldwell, I turned him in by having a quiet word with the deputy, who was standing in for the Marshal while he was up in Wichita on law business.


I then went over to the saloon, so that I wouldn’t be around when Hiram was arrested at the barbershop while taking a shave. I was told that he went quietly and with a degree of good cheer in the belief that he could prove his innocence. However, he was never to get the opportunity to do so. My foul deed sent him to hell, and in doing so I had woken the devil, who now wanted his next reward – me – and he was going to let Hiram’s kin do his bidding.


I had seen men take their own lives when trapped in despair. I had always judged it to be a weak-headed act, and felt no remorse for them or their predicaments. But if only I had shown such character and confronted my sins, while still in Caldwell, and put a gun to my head. Had I, then this sorry story would never need telling, and in doing so, I would have saved a great deal of suffering upon the two most important people that were to ever come into my long life. For my actions and inactions I still seek their forgiveness, while knowing that I can never accept their pardon. Some stains can never be scrubbed clean and this is one.









CHAPTER 2


 


MUD


 


Caldwell, Kansas – 1897


 


It was that look – a quick look from one eye. That’s all I got to see, just that one eye, before the coal black hood was pulled down over Hiram’s head, and the large bleached knot of the noose was twisted to the side of his neck. But it was enough. He saw me and he knew who had sold him out. He showed no surprise. There was no look of accusation or cry of denunciation, not even blame. It was as if he expected it – that I would be the one to do him in. His look told me of his resignation and while I showed no sentiment upon my face, inside I felt myself sink to the very depths of wretchedness. For the first time in an age, I sensed shame and looked down – down at the brown-black mud that squelched under my boots as I stood mired, if ready to be sucked into the earth. Oh, how I wished it could have been.


When I looked up, Hiram’s head was completely covered, but he stood straight up, tall and soldier-still with no trembling, no sign of fright, just the soft and gentlest shifting of his weight from one foot to the other. I could see where his ankles were bound and the toes of his boots lifted slightly, hardly seen, as he readied to meet his maker.


When the trapdoor whacked open and he shot to earth feet first, I felt my nerve snap with the violent jerk of the rope. But the hangman had failed to do his job and Hiram was thrown back into the air to wriggle, twist and dance. The women in the crowd gasped as one, some bringing both hands to their faces to cover their eyes or clench at flushed cheeks; while the men let out a collective groan as if they were somehow next upon that high scaffold. It was just the juveniles who jeered and laughed, but it was a false show of bravado that went quiet when Hiram finally hung there, motionless at the end of a creaking rope. The observance of this death would come back to haunt each of these boys when they were on their own, away from the collective courage of their childish clans and in their beds. At night, each creak of a floorboard would sound like the hangman’s rope or the footsteps of the grim reaper himself.


I’d seen men hung before. I’d hung men before but never with such ceremony. Mine were sordid little affairs of rough and instant justice. I’d even hung an Indian woman in ‘83 for thieving. The rope broke just as she was hoisted high, but that didn’t deter us. We mended the line with tidy knots while she looked on, then pulled her high again. Seeing death up close was commonplace to me, but this time, with Hiram, I felt a new chill snake up my back like someone dragging sharp steel spurs across my naked skin. I knew what it was – it was Satan calling. I was going to hell. My life and times had finally tracked me down and caught me up. I had been the lifetime servant of the devil and now he was calling in his dues.


CHAPTER 3


 


WHY ME?


 


Marshal’s Office, Caldwell


 


‘Where’s the other $300?’ I looked Deputy Marshal Hargraves straight in the eye as I spoke, my face only inches from his.


‘That’s it. That’s all there is.’ His tone was cocksure and he was playing to the others in the office, who were within earshot and straining to hear more of our transaction.


‘It’s supposed to be $1,500, not twelve. Like the poster bill says, $1,500 reward.’ I pointed to the wall where the old poster now held pride of place, but he didn’t look, he knew. ‘This is only twelve.’


‘That’s it, Gabe. That’s what you get and that’s all there is. And don’t you go running to the mayor squawking. Him and me have an arrangement.’


I should have known, I’d been in and out of Caldwell over the years and those arrangements were long standing. It was no more than honour amongst thieves. My missing $300 would be split between the Marshal’s office and the Mayor. Hargraves would hand all the money to the Marshal on his return, who would take his cut and divvy the rest between the two Deputies and the Mayor. I could just see that little, fat, town official receiving his in an envelope, in silence, as he placed it inside his bible. He would then continue on to church to pray for the good people of this border town and for the soul of Hiram – to justify the lynching.


Just a week before, I would have killed any son of a bitch that tried to do what Hargraves was doing to me. But now, it was different and he sensed that I was spent and no longer a danger. It was written on my face and seen in my eyes. I was no longer the man with the mad dog reputation. I glanced around and lowered my voice so that the others couldn’t hear. I knew I was acting like a dog with my tail between my legs, and had I pulled my gun and shot him there and then, up close, then kicked him in his wound when he went down, I would have at least got back some self-respect before being gunned down myself. But I didn’t. My Colt remained in its leather, a cold iron on my hip with no threat from a once hot-head. What had happened to me?


‘You want me to count it out again, Gabe?’


I said nothing. It was all that I was going to get.


I’d already been robbed, so I didn’t need to be reminded by a recount of what was left. I just shook my head and picked up the dirty bank notes that had passed through the pockets of the poor and shoved them into my jacket.


‘Now sign here.’


The receipt book looked official and alleged that I was signing for $1,500. Hargraves handed me the pen, after he had dipped it into the inkwell. The smell of the ink travelled my mind back to Miss Robbins and my schooling, where I had been taught to read, write and cypher. It was still a most agreeable memory of accomplishment and praise, and had the war not intervened to leave me seeking solitude and consolation at the bottom of a bottle, I could have held a position as a clerk in a bank or with the railroads. I took the pen from the Deputy and held it hard above the signature line and pushed my face close to the paper. I then lifted my head and softened my hold on the stem like I was taught. I ran a line of ink straight through the word fifteen and wrote twelve directly above. As I finished the word, I let the nib sweep from the last letter and trail to a fine end. I was showing off the style of my hand, seldom used but never forgotten from an early age. I signed and drew the pen across the two Ts of my surname with a flick and dropped the pen back into the inkwell. The point of the nib clinked hard against the glass bottom.


‘You son of a. . . ! What have you done, Gabe? Where’d you learn to read and write?’


He pulled the receipt from the book and crushed it tight in his hand, letting the wad drop into the wastebasket. I knew he’d write a new one to suit, but he had to remonstrate, show his authority, his superiority over me. He thought he was such a modern man and that I was old fashioned, from long ago. I had seen it when he used the telephone on the wall and bellowed to the caller on the other end of the line, showing off, showing who was boss. He was that sort of man. I may never have had a conversation on a telephone. I had no need, but my proficiencies in life were more than his could ever be and I’d showed him up. For just a moment, I had revealed that I was above him, so he had to put me down. Put me back in my place like I was some miscreant in his town, but I had once towered over him. It was not just that I could read and write. I had seen and done things that were beyond his mind. I had once been courted by the rich and powerful, and feared by their rivals and enemies. I had also been a soldier and seen the depths of inhumanity that is war. And I had survived.


The hardships and violence of the frontier after ’65 were petty to the happenings between the blue and gray. I had seen Federal and rebel alike slaughtered in an artillery hell. I had stood in line, exposed to fire from the flanks and with my bayonet fixed. I had looked into the eyes of my opponent and killed him with neither malice nor remorse. I had been thrown headlong into that depravity with a sense of honour that comes from being called to arms. But it was just the false pride of youth and folly, of new smart uniforms and the looks from girls with a gleam in their eye. It all vanished with the first shot of battle.


I learnt the truth. There is no nobility in death; just the reality of waste and the bloated black corpses of loved ones. For those left behind, it was a lifetime of misery and loss that is empty of meaning, except for a locket of hair by which to remember what might have been.


Why me, why did I survive? What did God have planned for me? I had asked over and over again. But he had no plan. God went missing at Antietam and I went west after our final defeat, to avoid the northern saddle of reconstruction and the greed of the carpetbaggers.


‘Anyway, Gabe, twelve hundred is more than you’ll ever earn or need.’ Hargraves was posturing again. ‘You’d be lucky to get seventeen cents an hour as a labourer. And you are an old man now. You’re fifty or more I reckon, so doing sixty hours of hard employment a week is beyond you.’


It was horseshit, but I wasn’t going to argue. I had no notion for it. He didn’t know how much I’d been working for. He just wanted to put me down by referring to me as just a hand, but I’d been on a foreman’s wage when I provided my services to the respected Mr Allan and buried his enemies.


Hargraves waved a finger at me. ‘Now don’t you go getting drunk and ornery, Gabe. You just buy your whisky and drink it out of town away from the good folk.’


I put my hat on slowly and slid my fingers across the brim then drew back the phlegm into my throat. For a moment, he thought I was going to spit on him, but I turned and left, spitting on his porch as I went.


He called after me, angry, ‘And you watch your back, McDermott, some people might not be too happy with what you’ve gone and done.’


I turned, ‘What did you say?’


‘Some people might find out that you turned your partner in. Like his kinfolk, and they may not take too lightly to that.’


‘I may have turned him in, but I didn’t hang him.’


‘Well, that’s the law. Our legislators make the law, and they have brought back capital punishment. It’s what the people wanted. I don’t make the law, I just enforce it.’ His voice was raised in pitch.


‘But what about a trial? You were supposed to have a trial first,’ I said.


‘He was a wanted man, dead or alive, so there was no need. He was guilty.’


‘And you call yourself a Christian,’ I mocked.


‘You leave the good Lord out of this.’


‘Looks like that’s what you did.’ I turned and left. I’d had enough. I could never win this argument, not with a man who had the power to make up the rules as he went. It was a lynching, plain and simple, albeit a legal one and done for public amusement. Had I a price on my head in Kansas, he’d be just as happy to collect the reward and hang me too. Especially as this was an election year, but fortunately my crimes in his State were on the orders of another man, more powerful than the Marshal and the Mayor combined – and they knew it. I spat on the porch again and stepped down into the mud of Main Street.


‘You think you’re smart, McDermott, but you just watch your back in case someone comes a calling.’


‘They’ll have to find me first,’ I yelled back.


‘Oh, they can do that all right, I’ll see to it myself.’


It was a none too veiled threat and maybe I should have paid it heed, but I didn’t, I just walked on, straight across to the Silver Dollar on the other side of the street. I needed a drink, real bad.
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