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1870 and Indian Territory is a hellhole of lawlessness. Federal lawmen are being gunned down in cold blood and outlaws are trading arms to renegade Indians. The lawmakers in Washington fear that order has been lost and insurrection may spread to the peaceful tribes.


In desperation, a bold and secret plan is devised by two senior US marshals to recruit a new and unknown deputy – one who can operate independently to hunt down and kill three notorious outlaws in reprisal. But has the right man been selected for this dirty, difficult and dangerous assignment? Walter Garfield's background is more than a little shady, and he seems to have his own agenda. Why does he keep asking after a fourth man by the name of Jason Taylor who is travelling with a Mexican woman? And why will people call him Reaper?
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CHAPTER 1


 


HELLHOLE OF LAWLESSNESS


 


June–July 1870


The ruthless murder of US Deputy Marshal TJ Sinclair, when on district court business, left his wife destitute and her four children, all under the age of nine, homeless. Deputy Riley Reeves’s death ten days later, while escorting three prisoners to Fort Smith for trial, left his young betrothed so stricken with grief that she drowned herself in the creek behind her parents’ farm by placing heavy stones in the pockets of her apron.


A week after that Deputy William Foley was ambushed, wounded, taken prisoner then hanged by Mexican bandits who had travelled north to seek sanctuary in the Indian Territory. It was suspected that these were the same outlaws who had robbed a Wells Fargo stage travelling to San Antonio from Austin with a currency transfer from the First Texas Savings Bank.


Foley, who had warrants for the arrest of those involved in the stage hold-up, had been seeking to identify the Mexicans at the time of his brutal murder. His wife had passed away the previous summer from a rattlesnake bite to the hand when reaching for a child’s rag doll that had been dropped by their youngest near the water pump. His three daughters were made wards of the State of Arkansas.


All three pitiless murders of these experienced and respected federal officers had occurred in the Indian Territory. They had also happened in the space of less than three weeks. This was to have an immediate and significant impact on the US Marshals Service in a number of ways.


Firstly, a gloom passed over the officers who administered the law from Fort Smith and Fort Worth. They had known all three men well and saw the distress that each passing brought upon their loved ones.


Secondly, a feeling of impotence took hold of the lawmakers in Washington. The federal government was losing the battle to enforce law and order in Indian country, which was now becoming a sanctuary for desperadoes. The influence of these lawless gangs upon the peaceful tribes was also feared, as it might lead to insurrection.


And third, the pool of potential recruits to the US Marshals Service started to ebb like water draining from a leaking rainwater barrel. As US Marshal John Sims was to recall in his memoirs some forty-two years later in 1912:


 


At that dark time in the history of the US Marshals, the Indian Territory had become a hellhole of lawlessness. So, when Marshal James P. Everette came to me with his radical plan for action, I was willing to entertain any possibility. However, in doing so, there were considerable risks and consequences for all involved.









CHAPTER 2


 


THE PROPOSAL


 


Monday 1 August 1870 – Fort Worth, Texas


Fort Worth District Marshal James Everette leaned forward to confer with Chief Marshal John Sims of Fort Smith.


‘The recent killings of three deputies is testimony to the lawlessness of the Indian Territory,’ he said quietly, ‘and I have received reports that Indian renegades are now being supplied with guns and ammunition by these same outlaws who murdered our officers. The chiefs of the peaceful tribes are losing control of the young warriors and there is talk of uprisings. If we don’t do something about this unholy alliance between the outlaw gangs and the Indian renegades we will lose not only more good men but control of the Territory.’


Marshal Sims’s face showed his agreement with Everette’s assessment. ‘Washington believes that law and order has already been lost, but what do you propose we do?’


‘I believe I have a solution, but it is contingent on the identification of an independent man amongst our few new recruits.’


‘Independent? All our deputies should have that quality. They are expected to work on their own and get the job done.’


‘True, but I propose a very different job.’ Everette hesitated, then said, ‘We have the authority to act and we know who to act against. We even have warrants raised for their arrest, but they are not being served because of the dangers to a lone marshal. The result is that the law is not being enforced and that we are being treated with contempt for our failure.’


Marshal Sims nodded.


‘That is why I’m proposing something unusual. Just one truly independent deputy marshal, on his own, with no other tasks. No census duties, or collection of whiskey taxes, or serving of summons for cattle theft. Just this one job.’


‘And what job is this?’


‘To set an example. One that sends a clear message to those who have killed our marshals. And to those who may consider doing the same in the future.’


‘How exactly?’


‘My proposal is to identify and select three of the most notorious outlaws for reprisal. The three I have in mind currently exert the most control over the east, west and northern sectors of the Territory; have the greatest influence with the renegades; and have killed a US marshal.’


‘Reprisal? Through the courts?’


‘No, John,’ said Marshal James Everette. ‘A marshal could never get one of these men back to Fort Smith for trial. He would be ridden down and killled by those who ride with that outlaw.’ Everette lowered his voice a little. ‘And anyway, you and I know it would be doubtful if we could get a conviction let alone a hanging. The District Court at Fort Smith is corrupt and it is likely that they would walk free. The courts are not the answer. But reprisal is.’


Marshal John Sims’s eyes darted back to Everette. ‘Are you advocating that we kill them?’


‘I’m advocating that we send the right man into the Territory with a warrant that may be served either dead or alive, and leave it up to that officer to choose which is the most judicious course of action.’


‘If he is on his own he will have no choice but to shoot first,’ Sims replied, then fell silent in thought before he added, ‘Just say we can find such a man and that he, judiciously, removes these outlaws, these three leaders. Then what?’


‘We make it known that anyone who fills their boots will be subject to the same judicious treatment.’


‘An unwritten death warrant for those who follow?’


‘Precisely.’


‘Don’t you think that Washington might have a difficulty with this approach?’


James Everette knew he was being gently mocked. ‘It depends on how and who is told in Washington.’


Sims looked unsettled.


‘John, we must restore law and order.’ It was an appeal. ‘This way we demonstrate that we are willing to fight fire with fire, and the gangs will become leaderless and disorganized.’


Sims was still showing his unease with the conversation.


Everette spoke slowly to plead his case. ‘I have given this considerable thought and believe we owe it to our dead. I have come to the conclusion that there is no other way. I fear that if we don’t do this and the situation worsens, then our men will become walking targets for every petty criminal who wants to make a name for himself by killing a US marshal.’


‘Do you have someone in mind for this job?’


Everette looked despondent. ‘No, at the moment it is just a fanciful idea. But I hold hope that such a man will present himself when I conduct interviews with our last twelve hopeful recruits, tomorrow.’


‘Why not use one of our most experienced officers?’


‘No, I believe it needs to be someone who is unknown in the Territory. Anonymity will provide protection.’


‘Well, some protection, I would suggest. At least until he accomplishes his first act of reprisal. However, I suspect that you may have already run out of time and recruits to find such a man.’


‘I know, but I still want to seek your agreement, at least in principle, to proceed if I do.’


‘And how are you going to broach this proposal should you find a suitable recruit?’


Everette cast his eyes to the floor. ‘I’m not sure.’


Sims shifted in his chair uneasily. ‘If I was to agree, how do you propose that we administer this man?’


‘I can do it from here at Fort Worth.’


‘Not Fort Smith?’


‘No, but I would keep you informed.’


Everette’s superior thought for a moment. ‘If we operate outside the law then we will have no protection from the courts.’


‘I know, but what choice do we have? The courts are against us now.’


Sims rested back in his chair. ‘If you are able to find the right man and he succeeds, then it may be in our interests to demonstrate our achievements to Washington. Our politicians desire success and would be keen to inform our citizens that law and order is being restored and maintained in the most remote and hostile parts of our nation. Their support then becomes our shield, if you understand what I mean.’


Everette smiled a little. ‘Yes, but how far should we go in making any of our achievements public?’


‘That I don’t know, as we could well put this independent deputy at great risk. But at the moment we need to demonstrate to our new masters in the Department of Justice that we are an important executive arm of law and order within our government. If we don’t, then we will just become part of the Washington bureaucracy that does little more than hand out census papers, collects taxes, and escorts prisoners. First and foremost we must be seen to enforce the law.’


‘On that point, John, we are as one,’ said US Marshal James P. Everette. ‘So, maybe we need to take bold action.’


Sims sat silently deep in thought then repeated the words bold action as he nodded his head.


‘Some publicity could also get a message out to the lawless in the Territory that the US marshals were fighting back. And, Lord knows, it would also buck up the sprits of our marshals.’


‘Then I have your support?’


‘Yes,’ said Marshal John Sims softly. ‘Yes, you do.’









CHAPTER 3


 


THE LAST RECRUIT


 


Tuesday 2 August 1870 – Fort Worth


‘Garfield?’ said Marshal James Everette in a tone of questioning that suggested doubt.


‘That’s right, Walter Douglas Garfield, but call me Walt.’ This response showed no concern at any disbelief on display by the inquisitor. If anything it was a mute message of: I don’t much care whether you believe me or not.


‘I just need to get this straight, for the file, as your background seems a little unclear. You say you first came to Texas from California in ‘63 to join Oswald’s Germans, then later Hood’s regiment. But your name does not appear in the Appomattox courthouse list of those who surrendered from the three Texas regiments on April 9, 1865. Do you have an explanation for that?’


‘Of course I do.’


‘And what would that be?’ Everette’s manner showed that he was shifting from scepticism to suspicion.


Walt leant back, lifting the front legs of the chair off the floor, and smiled.


‘I didn’t surrender.’


‘So where did you go then? South to Mexico with Shelby?’


Garfield’s eyes smiled to give his expression a disarming appearance, even a little charming.


‘No, I had no mind for such folly. I’d been on one losing side in my life and I had no plans to be on another, so why would I want to run around Mexico with General Joe Shelby and his lost cause?’


‘Why indeed? So where have you been for the last five years?’


Walt leant in towards the recruiter and lowered his voice. ‘I went prospecting in the Cape River goldfields.’


‘Cape River? And where is that, precisely?’


‘The colony of Queensland, in the South Seas.’


‘The South Seas?’


‘The very same.’


‘Where the native women wear hula-hula skirts?’


Walt rocked back in his chair. ‘No, that was in Samoa.’


‘I take it that you didn’t strike it rich?’


‘No, unfortunately not. My luck deserted me, so I have returned to the nation of my birth.’


‘And now you seek employment in your birth nation as a US deputy marshal.’


‘Yes I do.’


‘How old are you, again?’


‘Twenty-six, twenty-seven the end of next month.’


Everette glanced over the upper body of the man who sat before him. Garfield’s coat was well worn and open to show a shirt pulling tight at the buttons across a broad chest. Neat stitching at the corner of the right top pocket indicated that it might be his one and only set of clothes.


‘You look fit from your gold-prospecting days.’


‘As a fiddle.’


‘But why?’


‘It was hard work.’


‘No, I meant, why would you want to join the marshal service? You are a well-travelled and resourceful man. One might even say independent, so why would you possibly want a job upholding the law? There is no fixed salary. You only get paid six cents a mile, whether you’re tracking a wanted man or conveying court papers. And you only get two dollars on delivery of a summons or prisoner, and that’s regardless of how malicious that man might be. This can be difficult, dangerous and dirty work.’


Walt’s face became serious. ‘It is time for me to do my bit for the United States of America. You know, protect the community so that they may sleep soundly in their beds.’


‘Oh, I see.’


‘And I prefer to work from the saddle,’ added Walt. ‘Just let me loose with a couple of horses and some provisions and I’ll get the job done.’


‘Do you know what that job is?’


‘Upholding the law.’


‘How?’


Walt Garfield laughed. ‘Chasing after and bringing in wanted men.’ Then in a more serious tone, he said, ‘I thought a deputy got to keep any state or federal reward money put on a wanted man’s head?’


The recruiter closed the file and rested his clasped hands upon the brown cover.


‘True,’ he said, nodding his head. ‘But most of a marshal’s work is far more commonplace. Those who do get to chase down a wanted man and fail to deliver him to the courts alive, are left with the privilege of also paying for the funeral costs.’


‘What’s that work out at?’ asked Walt.


‘About sixty dollars for a casket, burial and headstone.’


‘Expensive.’


The recruiter let out a long breath. ‘I have just one vacant position left to fill, Mr Garfield. Just one. You are the last man to be interviewed and there are eleven potential recruits before you who are all good men of various dispositions, so why should I give this position to you? Can you tell me that?’


Walt thought for a minute. ‘I could say because I am the best man, but I don’t know if that would satisfy you.’


The recruiter nodded in agreement.


‘So, why not approach it this way.’ Walt looked down at the brass nameplate on the desk that read J.P. Everette. ‘John,’ he said.


‘James,’ corrected Everette.


Walt seemed to dismiss the correction as being of no consequence. ‘Why don’t you just cull out those who are not suitable for this type of work? Then we can see who we have left.’


‘Cull?’


‘Yes, just remove those names that aren’t suitable and see who is the last man standing.’


‘And that will be you?’


Walt grinned. ‘I’ll bet on it.’


Everette leant back a little and folded his arms. ‘Go ahead then.’


‘How many men on your list are married?’


‘Half,’ replied the recruiter quickly without making any reference to the files on his desk.


‘Erase them. Apprehending armed offenders who prize their freedom above all else is not a job for a married man.’


‘Why not?’


‘It involves the taking of risks and married men are reluctant to take chances if it leaves their family without a breadwinner.’


The recruiter’s face remained expressionless. ‘So we are down to six.’


‘How many from that six are over thirty-five?’


Everette thought, but only for a moment. ‘Four.’


‘Scratch them off your list, too. This is a young man’s game. Long hours in the saddle, living rough and on meagre rations. It’ll kill ’em.’


‘Some of our best and most experienced marshals are over thirty-five.’


‘I’m sure that is so, but they are the smart ones who have had the opportunity to cut their teeth in their youth, and who now know how to use that hard-gotten expertise.’


‘So, that leaves just two. You and one other. Do I toss a coin?’


Walt held up his hand as if to take an oath.


‘No, I wouldn’t do that. The odds are even that you’ll get it wrong. I’ve learnt never to put my trust in fate.’


Everette’s face pinched just a little to suppress a smile.


‘Is the other man an idealist?’ asked Walt.


‘All of them have stated that they understand the importance of being a fine citizen and setting a good example in upholding the law. So, aren’t you also an idealist, Mr Garfield?’


‘I used to be, but I learnt that it is better to be more practical.’


‘And when did you convert to this more practical approach to life?’


‘In ’65 when I found myself on a losing side.’


‘So how does this practical approach work?’


Walt lowered his voice a little and leant in, his arm resting on the edge of the desk.


‘An idealist will want to arrest his man face to face and read him the charges that are being laid against him. He will want to demonstrate the rightfulness of the law and the power of his position to enforce it. While, on the other hand, a practical man will take a more shrewd approach. He knows that there is a time when every man will drop his guard, be it when he is asleep, drunk or just plain dozy. Pulling a man from his bed when he is in a stupor, or out of a hot tub when he is engaged in some hokey-pokey with a gal, may not seem heroic but you still get your man, and you do it with a minimum of fuss.’


Marshal James Everette tapped the file cover with his finger to make the only sound in the small room and tried to suppress a smirk.


‘You have a persuasive tongue, Mr Garfield.’


Walt smiled. ‘I thank you for the compliment.’


‘How would you like to work on your own?’


‘I thought all marshals worked on their own.’


‘Not at first. We pair newcomers with an older hand. It helps to keep them alive.’


‘Oh, I won’t need any of that nursemaiding.’


‘You didn’t let me finish. How would you like to work on your own in the Indian Territory?’


Walt didn’t hesitate. ‘That would suit me dandy.’


‘Don’t be in such a hurry; you should hear me out first.’


Walt drew his chair in a little and said, ‘Fire away.’


‘Your employment will keep you independent of any of the other marshals also working in the Territory. You will report directly back to me, and just to me. This is not normal: it is a very special case.’


‘Very special and independent,’ repeated Walt with a smile.


‘You seemed pleased with that?’


‘Couldn’t be more pleased if I’d arranged it myself.’


‘If I were you I’d put a hold on any celebrations until you hear my proposal, as you may wish to refuse what I have on offer.’


‘An offer?’


‘Yes, an offer.’


‘The US Marshals Service sure is different from the army. When I was in uniform you just jumped when they said jump.’


‘Don’t worry; we also say jump but in this case it is—’


Walt cut in: ‘Very special.’


‘Yes,’ said Everette a little uneasily. He then took a deep breath. ‘The Indian Territory is now the most lawless place in our nation and I . . .’ he stopped to correct himself, ‘we, fear that it might not only get worse but become irredeemable. Outlaw gangs are now well established and known to work with each other.’


‘Like a cartel?’ suggested Walt.


‘Yes, cartel,’ said Everette, impressed with the use of the term by Walt. ‘This relationship has extended to Indian renegades, who are being supplied with arms and ammunition.’


Walt tapped a finger to his lips as if to keep his silence.


‘Three gang leaders have been identified, who present the most concern to law and order in the Territory. For our purposes let’s call them A, B and C. Each one is a violent man who has repeatedly broken the law by theft of property or cash. Each has used intimidation against honest settlers in the Territory to move them on or have them pay for protection. Each has sold arms and ammunition to renegade Indians. And each has had a direct involvement in the murder of a US marshal.’


‘Busy men,’ mumbled Walt under his breath.


‘Yes, very busy. But I have a plan to stop them and it involves you, should you wish to accept this last vacancy I have on offer to become a US deputy marshal.’


‘Precisely what do you want me to do, with Mr A, B and C?’


Everette drew in a short breath through his teeth, then abruptly said,


‘Kill them.’


Walt’s head jolted back in an instant. He then reached up and pulled on his ear, pressing his lips together as if he was trying to hold something back. Then he asked, ‘Is that legal?’


‘Let’s just say that it is borderline.’


‘How borderline?’


‘Well, provided you and I don’t get caught, we should be fine.’


‘Oh, that borderline,’ mocked Walt. ‘And all for no fixed salary and six cents a travelled mile?’


‘No, this is an altogether different arrangement.’ Everette was serious. ‘Your personal remuneration will be fixed at thirty dollars per month and the normal payment of six cents per mile.’ He kept his eyes on Walt. ‘And you get to retain the reward, if successful.’


‘And what is that reward, exactly?’ asked Walt.


‘One thousand dollars per head.’


‘And you throw in the horses and provisions to go and find these three?’


‘Yes, and some additional funds for expenses.’


‘Then I’m in.’


‘Are you sure?’ asked Everette firmly.


Walt smiled. ‘I’m sure all right.’


Everette slowly extended his hand to Walt.


‘Then, Deputy Garfield, welcome to the US Marshals Service.’









CHAPTER 4


 


IN A HEARTBEAT


 


Wednesday 3 August 1870 – Fort Worth


Everette took a small brass key from his vest pocket, opened the left-hand drawer of his desk and withdrew three sets of papers. He dropped them, one at a time, on to the surface of the bureau with a smack. Around each bundle was a black ribbon tagged with a large single letter. The first was marked A, the second B and the last C.


‘These are the warrants and the authority for arrest, dead or alive. A for Frank Allen; B for Louis Bolan, a Frenchman from Louisiana; and C for a Mexican named Eloy Cobos.’
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