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When hard-traveling Tom Buchanan
and his two-fisted saddle partner, Coco Bean, rode into El Paso, flush with the
winnings from Coco’s last prize fight, they found Ebenezar Shaw, an
old friend and proprietor of the Grace Stage Line, in some mean
trouble with a greedy big businessman and his hired
desperadoes.

Buchanan and Coco
used their
loot to keep Ebenezar’s stage line from being grabbed up. Before
long, however, Buchanan found himself high in the driver’s seat of
a hurtling stagecoach. He whipped his team through a

crackling hail of bullets—and then went on to defend the spirit of
home-grown enterprise from the back of a blazing gun!
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One

 


El Paso was bustling. The street was crowded
with vehicles, yet people stared. Tom Buchanan and Coco Bean had
appeared once again, side by side, striding toward the Cowboy
Saloon.

A citizen, swaggering, yelled, “Attaboy,
Coco. You won me a month’s pay.”

Coco waved a hand. Buchanan grinned. They
hit the swinging doors and made their way past admiring glances and
more words of praise and thanks to the end of the curved, long
bar.

They were returning from a prize fight in
Mexico where Coco had defended his title as Black Champion of the
World. Their money belts were bulging; they were in high good
humor. Tomorrow they would take the stage to the only home they
acknowledged, Billy Button’s ranch outside Encinal, New Mexico.
Tonight was for fun and games.

The barkeep said, “On the house. There’s
still some dumb fools will bet against Coco. Feller down there, he
musta lost his shirt.”

Buchanan glanced at the individual indicated
by the impolite, pointing finger. The man was tall and slender,
well turned out in gambler’s black and white, yet without the sheen
of the professional cardsharp. He was staring. Buchanan nodded.

The man said, “I don’t think I like you,
Buchanan. You nor your nigra slave.”

Buchanan shook his head. “Oh, my. You
shouldn’t have said that.”

He walked down the bar, every patron turning
to watch. He confronted the man in black. Tom Buchanan stood six
feet four without his heeled boots; he was wide enough to carry
well over two hundred and forty pounds; he had green eyes and sandy
hair and a mouth that could turn hard as rock.

He said, “Me, you can take me or leave me.
Coco Bean, he is not a nigra and not my slave. He is a champion and
a gentleman. And he is my friend. You savvy? My friend.”

The man’s face was flushed with whiskey. He
stood quite still, returning Buchanan’s stare. He said, “My name is
Simon. Broderick J. Simon. I fear no man on earth. I carry no
weapons. I do not deign to fisticuffs. What are you going to do
about it?”

Buchanan reached out a paw. He closed his
thumb and forefinger on the man’s prominent nose. He twisted.

Broderick J. Simon’s head went to the right,
his mouth opened without sound, and tears ran down his cheeks. His
knees buckled. Buchanan turned him loose. Simon managed to get his
elbows on the edge of the bar. He choked and coughed. Blood ran
down his shaven upper lip. He applied a linen kerchief. Buchanan
waited. There was silence in the Cowboy Saloon.

The man’s voice was muffled. “We shall see
about this, Buchanan. Someday soon.”

“Manners,” said Buchanan.
“In this country we may be a bit rough. But we have manners of a
sort.”

He walked back to the end of the bar.
Broderick J. Simon, kerchief still applied, put a coin on the bar
and walked out. If his stride was a bit unsteady, his head was high
and his shoulders squared.

Coco said, “Maybe you shouldn’t of, Tom.
That kinda man bears a heap of watchin’.”

The barkeep said, “Been here a couple
months. Got a wife as pretty as a speckled hen. Stays drunk mostly,
seems like, or half drunk! He paid off his bets in gold.”

“Strangers with money. Town’s
full of ’em, it appears. Time to head for the hills.”

“Least he didn’t have no gun,”
said Coco. “If he had a hideout, you would’ve been in trouble,
Tom.”

“Would the man lie?”
Buchanan arched his brow. He had never been without a derringer in
his belt buckle since he had grown up on the frontier. No one
within arm’s length had ever been able to prevent him from using
it. Years of roaming the West had conditioned him. He gave no
favors nor accepted them.

Coco said, “This sarsap’rilla don’t taste
too good now. Maybe we should push along?”

They had come to town by the new railroad,
but they would be going to Encinal by stage. Buchanan said, “What
we need’s a good night’s sleep. Even Ebenezar’s fine new Concord is
not the coziest ride for people our size.”

They were indeed too big for comfort under
ordinary conditions. Coco had deceptive bulk. He had never been a
slave; his father had fought in the War Between the States and had
been made a free man. Both Coco’s parents had perished when he was
a boy. He had learned to fight in the sporting town of New Orleans,
had worked his way up the Mississippi by giving boxing exhibitions.
It had come to him that people of his color were wending westward
when the occasion presented itself, and he had followed the trend.
He found it true that the frontier held fewer bigots, that what a
man did, what he was, counted, without fear or favor. He had fallen
in with Buchanan before winning the championship, and had learned
from him to hunt and fish—never without losing his hatred of
firearms, particularly the short gun.

“I seen too many good men
kill each other in duels, sometimes over a woman, sometimes just
from booze,” Coco would declare. “Never will I shoot at a living
human whilst I got these.” And he would hold up his big, gnarled
hands.

Buchanan had come from East Texas as a boy
on the early trail drives. A lanky kid, he had extraordinary manual
dexterity, a gift. It was necessary to be quick with a Colt;
therefore, he became faster than anyone he had yet to meet. He was
intelligent enough to realize the constant danger that put him in,
but he accepted it, as he accepted much that went against his
instincts in a whirling, growing new world. He sought justice even
as he knew it was a losing battle in the end. He bore the scars to
bear that out; he had been hit by bullets, arrows, and heavy
instruments. He had managed to survive, and along the way he had
accomplished more than most men. He was known from Vancouver to
Mexico City, from San Francisco to Washington, D.C. Without
striving for power or fortune he had achieved a modicum of each. He
owned a small portion of Mousetrap Mulligan’s mine, the diggings
that had established his adopted son Billy Button, and he had won
huge wagers betting on cards, horses, and the fists of Coco. He had
spent on nothing but fine boots and hats, the latest in weaponry
and fishing tackle, and on friends in need. He wanted only to be
with his adopted family, Billy, Nora, and little Tommy, or to be at
peace in the mountains or on the plains of his country west of the
Big River.

He said now, “Let’s stop off at the station
and see if old Ebenezar’s around.”

“That’s a fine man, Mr.
Shaw,” said Coco. “Got himself two fine ladies up in
Encinal.”

“I noticed,” said Buchanan. He
never failed to notice a beautiful lady. There had been many in his
past, a few of whom had wanted him to settle down and raise a
family. Somehow it had never happened. He hated the expression
“Love ’em and leave ’em,” but when he looked back objectively it
was a circumstance that had occurred possibly once or twice too
often.

They came to the station. It was dusk now,
and the horses were stabled, waiting for the next run. In the
office they could see Ebenezar talking, waving his arms,
unquestionably even more excited than usual. The old man from New
Jersey had been west since his youth, but there was still a lot of
easterner in him. He had never learned to relax and lay back.

Buchanan said, “Might’s well mosey on
in.”

They entered the office. Ebenezar Shaw was a
short man but wide in the shoulders and deep in the chest. His long
arms hung loose, almost to his knees, his hands were small hams.
His graying hair covered his pate, cut in bangs across a high
forehead. He wore a bristly mustache, which quivered when he
orated, as he was now doing.

There were two other men in the room. One
was a giant with a smiling, moon face and a short red beard. The
other was saturnine and recognizable as Rye Dingle, a man hired for
his gun. Dingle was silent, watchful from under the brim of a
sloped Stetson, relaxed in properly worn range attire. The big man
wore a wool shirt, loose Levi’s, and a belt without a gun
holster.

“Consarn it, I told you I ain’t
got the cash on hand,” Ebenezar was shouting. “You can’t get blood
out of a stone. Time ain’t of the essence, not right this minute.
You go tell him I’ll have it.”

“Tomorrow mornin’,” said the big
man. He spoke quietly. “You got till tomorrow mornin’.”

Buchanan said, “Scuse me. Maybe this is
none of my business. But it sounds like you’re threatenin’ a friend
of mine.”

Rye Dingle turned. He was wearing his gun in
a shoulder holster, Buchanan knew. Coco moved to get his back
against a wall. Ebenezar Shaw whirled around.

“That you, Tom? This here is
business. My business. Ain’t nobody scared me since I was knee-high
to a grasshopper.”

“Not the point,” said
Buchanan. “Howdy, Dingle. You got an interest in this
business?”

“Just lookin’ on,” said
the gunman.

The big man gave a wide grin. “By Gawd,
it’s Buchanan. And Coco, no less. Won a bundle on you, Coco. Some
people never can believe a nig—a black man can whup a white feller.
Five rounds, weren’t it?”

“Four,” said Coco. “He was
a good one.”

“Well, this here is a matter of
money owed. Reckon it ain’t rightly any affair of yourn. Okay?” the
big man said.

“Up to a point,” said
Buchanan.

“Hey, we don’t want no trouble
with you. Ebenezar, he got his tail in a crack. Just carryin’ him
the message. Nothin’ personal.”

Dingle said, “Let’s cut it.”

“Right.” The big man was genial.
“Name of Cider. They calls me Slab Cider. Glad to meet up with
you-all.”

Buchanan watched them go without responding.
The big man had talked smoothly, but arrogance and threat had been
near the surface. Dingle was as dangerous as any man in the
West.

Ebenezar said, “It’s a money matter,
Tom.”

“The new Concord, no
doubt,” said Buchanan.

“You just come and look.
You just wait and see.” Ebenezar led them into the stable attached
to the station.

Coal-oil lamps were trimmed against the
adobe wall. The Concord stagecoach stood proud, a thing of beauty.
It was spanking new. It was painted black with red trimming.

The name on the door panel was, “E. Shaw,
Grace Stage Line.” The letters were golden.

It had all the latest appurtenances. Even
the boot for carrying freight had a graceful slope. The wheels
glittered, giving off sparkles that would not last through one
dusty mile of dry road. Its woodwork was choice hickory, its metal,
except for the brass trim, was steel. Its body swung on leather
thoroughbraces, heavy long straps that ran through stout
stanchions, lifting above the front and rear axles right and left.
Layers of live leather gave it a comforting swing and cushioned the
body.

Inside were three seats, two facing forward
and one facing back. Each seat was big enough for three people.
Three more seats could be provided on the roof, which was covered
by heavy, waterproof duck. The doors were entered with the aid of
hanging steel steps. The windows were protected by canvas curtains
that rolled up and down.

The driver’s seat was set high on the front
outside, the forward end of the coach top providing a rest for his
back. Under his seat was a leather-shrouded boot for baggage;
beneath the shell of the seat was a smaller compartment for
valuables or a strongbox. Railings around the top provided space
for extra luggage when necessary. There was room on the seat for a
shotgun rider in case of danger.

Buchanan said, “Abbot, Downing and Company.
Cost you a pretty penny, Ebenezar.”

“Nine hundred dollars. But
I had to have me a lead coach, didn’t I? I just hadda have
it.”

“Whoeee,” said Coco. “What
if you lost the contract for mail and freight? What
then?”

“I ain’t about to lose
nothin’,” said Ebenezar Shaw. He flinched and muttered, “I’ll get
the money.”

“Those two hombres, they
sold you the coach?” asked Buchanan.

“Heck, no. They just—they
come to collect.”

“The whole amount? No
promissory notes?”

“I had ’em. They bought
’em up somehow or t’other.” The old man was squirming
now.

“Who bought them
up?”

“ASL”

“What’s ASL?”

“Amalgamated Stage Lines.
They been buyin’ up all the lines left since the rails
came.”

“I see.” Buchanan squinted.
“This ASL company, where’s it located?”

“I dunno. Some place back
east. They busted a couple lines by cuttin’ prices.” Ebenezar
paused, then muttered, “Got the mail business from ’em too. From
back in Washington.”

“And now they’re squeezin’
you.”

“Well ... I didn’t know about it
till the sales feller had sold me the Concord, here. Then they came
in on me.” He broke a bit. “Tom, I reckon for the fust time in my
life I been hornswoggled. I hate to own up, but it does seem the
pail went to the well once too often.”

“Nine hundred dollars.
Tomorrow.”

“I was goin’ to Henry
Wallace down to the bank. Trouble is, I got a note in
there.”

“And Henry don’t give away
anything for nothing,” Buchanan said.

“It was my only
chance.”

Coco said, “Give it back to ’em. You got
stages can make the run to Encinal. You been doin’ it right
along.”

“I would. It’d kill me, but I
would. Only the sale’s bindin’. When I read the small print in the
contract I found that out.” Ebenezar’s wide shoulders slumped. “I
couldn’t let them see it. But this time I’m licked.”

“You got any idea who
really owns this ASL thing?” Buchanan asked.

“It’s a big company.
Feller here that’s their man, he’s a hard one. Funny thing, he hits
the booze one day, sobers up the next. Must have plenty of money.
Got a real purty wife, dresses like a gamblin’ man—only he ain’t.
You know what I mean?”

“I think I know,” said Buchanan.
“Man name of Simon? Broderick J. Simon?”

Coco shook his head. “This world is full of
strange happenstances, ain’t it?”

“You know him?” asked
Ebenezar Shaw.

“I met him,” said
Buchanan.

“He ain’t easy to
take.”

Coco chortled. “Oh, he can be took.”

Buchanan said, “Broderick J. Simon, eh? Nine
hundred dollars tomorrow morning.”

“That’s how she lays,”
said Ebenezar sadly. “I got to go see Henry at the
bank.”

Buchanan reached into his pocket. “Nine
hundred. That’s about what I got here without pryin’ into the money
belt. Maybe eight. Coco?”

Coco produced a sheaf of bills. “Right
here.”

Ebenezar Shaw said, “Now you hold on. I
didn’t come cryin’ to you. I wasn’t hintin’ ...”

Buchanan said, “Ebenezar, I’ve known you
goin’ on fifteen years. I’ve ridden your stages, and I’ve helped
you buy horses. I knew your woman. I know your daughter and your
granddaughter. You’ve been good to little Tommy Button when he’s
ridden with you; taught him to hold the lines before he could
handle a drawstring. You take this money and you pay off Mr. Simon
and we’ll be right here to see you do it. Matter of fact, we
might’s well use a couple of those bunks you keep around just in
case.”

Ebenezar hesitated, then accepted the money.
“You come with me, now,” he said, leading the way back to the
office.

He sat at a desk and found a rusty pen. He
scratched out a note on a piece of paper, then handed it to
Buchanan. “This here is a mortgage. If anything happens to me,
you’ll git your money back. If all goes well, I’ll pay you off
every first of the month after the mail money comes in.”

“I don’t need this. Your word’s
as good as gold.”

“You’ll take it,” said Ebenezar.
“Or I won’t take the money.”

Buchanan shrugged, tucking the document away
in his wallet. “Just so long as Mr. Simon gets paid and you’re free
to drive us to Encinal tomorrow.”

“I’ll be ready. Got to see
to the horses. I lost a good hostler, only got one workin’
now.”

“We got to eat,” said Coco. “My
belly thinks my throat’s cut.”

Ebenezar held out a horny hand. “Tom, this
here is somethin’ else again. Reckon you’re a sorta pardner now.
Makes me feel right scrumptious.”

“No partnership involved,”
Buchanan told him. “Just good friends. Which is what counts most in
this old world.”

He and Coco left the station. The lamps were
lighted, the new night illumination of which the city was so proud.
They walked across town to Mama Casino’s, where the chili was
hotter than the hinges of hell and the beer cold as a winter’s
blast.

As the door opened to emit a gale of noise
and smoke and warm odors, a figure exited, hesitated, then slipped
by and was gone like a shadow in the night. The light in his eyes,
Buchanan blinked and stared.

“Wasn’t that Charlie
Knife?”

Coco said, “The Apache?”

“The renegade bastid,”
said Buchanan. “What’s he doin’ down here? It ain’t exactly safe
for him if Stroutmire sees him.”

“The marshal ain’t as
young as he was,” said Coco. “It might have been Charlie. Been
years.”

“His own people disowned him.
He’s wanted everywhere. How come he’s in El Paso? It’s a
wonderment.”

“I’m still hungry,” said
Coco.

The restaurant was jammed to the low-hanging
smoky rafters. There was scarcely room at the bar to order tequila
and wait for a table. Men called out. Coco was given a cheer.

He said, “I’d ruther have a bowl of chili.”
He sipped at his glass of tepid milk, ignoring the four ounces of
fiery liquor someone had sent over.

Buchanan was into the disregarded second
drink when Mama Casino, slender, handsome, bustling, came to them.
“Please, Señor Buchanan, I have an invitation for you,” she said in
her native tongue.

“To eat?” asked
Coco.

“Indeed. The private room.” She
flashed white teeth.

“Lead on,” said Buchanan.
“And cursed be he who first cries ‘Hold, enough.’ Or somethin’ like
that from Will Shakespeare.”

“Comes of readin’ them
little blue books by campfire light,” grumbled Coco. “Always
readin’.”

“Haldemann’s,” admitted
Buchanan. “Madame knows of the cowboy’s library.”

“Free with Bull Durham,”
she said. “From them I learned the English. Somewhat.”

The private room was off to the right of
the bar, next to the outer door of the restaurant. Mama opened it
with a flourish and, beaming, said, “The señors Buchanan and
Bean.”

There were four people at the ample table.
They were Broderick J. Simon; the big man, Slab Cider; the gunner,
Rye Dingle; and a beautiful blond lady of definite, rounded
proportions and large blue eyes. Simon was on his feet, smiling.
His nose was red and swollen. He extended a hand and said,
“Buchanan, my apologies. I am afraid I was deep into my cups. I am
told that I was far wrong.”

Buchanan took the proffered hand. It was
warm, dry, strong. “Impossible to deny an open confession,
sir.”

“And Mr. Bean, you are included
... You have met my employees. Now meet my lady, Mrs. Myra
Simon.”

They bowed, removing their hats. Mama Casino
waved a hand and waiters came. There were bottles of wine on the
table, two empty chairs. Simon continued, “We would be honored if
you would join us. It is always good for men of substance to dine
and wine together.”

Buchanan, about to refuse, experienced a
change of mind drawn from instinct. He had long since learned to
obey this little voice, which often wordlessly bade him to follow
the line of least resistance. Coco, sensing semi approval, took a
seat. Buchanan was placed beside the blond woman, facing Simon’s
somewhat distorted smile. It was amazing, Buchanan thought, that he
should recover his sobriety in such a short period of
time.

The waiter brought steaming
bowls of redolent chili and a platter of crisp
tortillas.
Simon raised his wineglass and said, “To all of us, good health,
the greatest boon nature can supply.”

Everyone acknowledged the toast. Coco fell
to with gusto, Buchanan with more ease, savoring the flavor of the
dish.

Mrs. Simon’s voice was light, breathy. “I
understand Mr. Bean is to be congratulated—”

Her husband broke in, “No need to remind me,
my dear. I will never again bet against him. By the way, Buchanan,
I understand Ebenezar Shaw is a friend of yours.”

“Uh-uh,” said Buchanan.
Again he felt the little signal. Neither Dingle nor Cider offered a
word; they seemed to fade into the background, silent as
stones.

“I’m afraid I have a sad duty to
perform tomorrow in regard to Shaw,” said Simon. “Did he confide in
you?”

“Uh-uh,” said
Buchanan.

“In the interest of my
company, Amalgamated Stage Lines.”

“Uh-uh?” Buchanan gave it
a rising inflection, now, frowning at the man across the
table.

“Yes. We are combining the
remaining, useful, necessary stage lines in the interest of good
business and fair play to passengers, the mails, the freight, et
cetera. It is a modern idea which will revolutionize the business
world, we believe.”

“Like the big railroads,”
said Coco. “They sure rooked many an honest farmer and
businessman.”

Every eye turned upon him as he calmly
continued to dig into his chili.

Buchanan said, “We’ve known a few who got
hurt by the railroads. In the name of ‘big business,’ and ‘best for
the country’. Seems, like everything else, there’s two sides to the
question.”

“You’re not thinking of
the James boys and the Youngers?” Simon’s lips curled.

“Uh-uh,” said Buchanan. “Frank
James and Cole Younger rode with Quantrell. That’s bad enough for
me. I’m speakin’ of people we know.”

“Big business is the
future,” said Simon. “We all have to face it.”

“That may be. But little
business settled the West,” said Buchanan. “People came here to be
on their own, to fulfill a dream. They’re to be
considered.”

“I see you’re not a
businessman.” Simon smiled. “Although my information is that you
are well fixed.”

Buchanan shrugged. “That may be. Fishin’ and
huntin’, those are my dreams. The open country. Where I call home,
it takes a small stage line to get there. Ebenezar does it as good
as anybody in the country.”

“Too bad. He seems a fine
old man. But his time is past, I fear.”

“Could be. Then again,
maybe not.” Buchanan closed the subject. “This is the best chili in
the West; we all agree on that.”

Coco said, “I’m about to have another
helpin’.”

The conversation dwindled. Dingle and Cider
contributed little more than nods and grunts in agreement with
every opinion advanced by Simon. Mrs. Simon smiled faintly and
ventured nothing.

Buchanan finally said, “It’s been a
pleasure.” He drew money from his pocket.

Simon exclaimed, “No! No! You are my guests.
Perhaps we will meet under jollier circumstances.”

“Thanks,” said Buchanan.
He bowed to the blond lady. “A real pleasure.”

He followed Coco out of the dining room,
waved to Mama Casino. She came to him.

Buchanan asked, “Was that Apache renegade
Charlie Knife in here tonight?”

“Why, yes. Just for a
moment. He spoke with Mr. Simon.”

“Thanks,” said
Buchanan.

In the street he was silent as they went
toward the stage station. Coco was dealing with the two big bowls
of hot chili. Buchanan began to hurry, Coco keeping pace without
question.

They came to the stage station. It was
lighted within by a small lamp. Buchanan opened the door. Ebenezar
was slumped in a barrel chair.

Buchanan rushed to the side of the old
man.

Ebenezar started, almost fell out of the
chair. He blinked and said, “I was waitin’ up for you. Everything
okay?”

Buchanan drew a deep breath. He said,
“Uh-uh. Only lock the door.”

“Wha’ for? Never do lock
it.”

“Just do me a favor,” said
Buchanan. He led Coco to the bunks in the next room.

Buchanan had trouble going to sleep. He knew
too much about Charlie Knife. He had seen too many dead bodies with
throats sliced from ear to ear. And he had heard those inner
warnings too often that evening in connection with Broderick J.
Simon, his self-effacing wife, and the two peculiarly silent
henchmen, Rye Dingle and Slab Cider.

He would have to
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