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Someone was out to kill the
Governor of Texas, and this time they came mighty close to doing
just that. Yancey Bannerman,. the Governor’s top Enforcer was right
beside him when it happened, and Yancey admired no man more than
his boss. From that moment forward he vowed to run the would-be
assassin to ground and see that justice was served – not only on
the man who’d pulled the trigger, but the men in the shadows who’d
hired him.

But there was a problem. The
assassin was known only as ‘Saber’. He could have been short or
tall, thin or fat, bearded or clean-shaven, long-haired or bald as
an egg. No one seemed to know for sure. So he was looking for a
needle in a haystack. And even when he narrowed the haystack down
to a faceless little town Paisano, his manhunt got no easier. For
Paisano offered a whole list of suspects. Question was, which was
was Saber … and would Yancey find out before Saber made a try on
his life as well?
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Chapter One – Attempt to Kill

It was Governor Lester Dukes’ first public
appearance after a near-fatal heart attack, and it was also very
nearly his last appearance anywhere; except maybe at the Pearly
Gates.

The occasion was the opening of a new
trailman’s hotel in downtown Austin, a massive one hundred and
thirty-roomed hotel to be named the ‘Star of Texas’. Built of a
mixture of adobe, logs and river stones, the hotel would be
standing and doing business nigh on a hundred years later,
considerably rundown, but still providing old-fashioned service.
This day in the late 1880s when Governor Dukes presided at the
official opening, the building gleamed blindingly white, the
multi-colored balcony rails standing out brilliantly under the
scorching Texas sun. The location was ideal: adjacent to the
railroad depot’s loading yards and on the edge of town closest to
the huge holding pens outside of Austin where the trail herds
gathered prior to sale and shipment to the meat works to the
north.

Most of the town had crammed into the area
near the new hotel for the word was free beer and eats for
everyone. There were to be fireworks and streamers and colored
bunting and the night would be rounded-out with a barbecue and
hoedown that would be long remembered in Austin’s
history.

Leastways, that was the program as
outlined by the hotel’s management and owners. But a man called
‘Saber’ kind of disrupted proceedings by putting a bullet into the
frail governor while the Chinese community gave a display of their
traditional dragon dance, complete with exploding firecrackers that
were meant to drive away the Bad Luck and leave only the
Good.

But their explosions served a purpose they
were not designed for: they covered the sound of the assassin’s
gun. The first that the official party knew something was wrong was
when Governor Dukes spilled sideways out of the rattan cane chair
on the dais where he sat with his daughter Kate, with the hotel
manager on the other side and big Yancey Bannerman, his chief
Enforcer, standing behind.

The dragon was a blaze of colored fabrics
as the Chinese beneath writhed and twisted and weaved the great
lacquered head through the Oriental dancers. Some came on ahead,
tossing strings of exploding firecrackers to the great delight of
the children in the watching crowd. Others followed the dragon’s
tail, throwing more crackers, drawing a few squeals from the crowd.
All attention was focused on the beribboned dancers for nothing had
been seen like this in Austin before. While there had always been a
small Chinese community, the people had kept to themselves, held
their festivals behind closed doors in the incense-misted yards of
their ornate temples. It was a unique occasion, guaranteed to hold
everyone’s concentration.

It was the best possible time to shoot the
governor. Not only was everyone else lost in the colorful pageant,
but the governor and his party were in full view, out on the dais,
and in the shade of the hotel’s front balcony, so that the assassin
didn’t have to worry about the glare from the white adobe spoiling
his aim.

Yancey Bannerman, tall, lithe,
wide-shouldered, a six-gun round his waist and his right hand
casually resting on its butt, watched the dragon with possibly a
little less interest than the others. For he was from the Barbary
Coast, San Francisco to be exact, and he had seen this dragon dance
before on many Chinese festival occasions. But he was still
fascinated by the sinuous movements of the long, writhing monster,
and the swift, mincing footsteps of the people beneath, in perfect
time. Governor Dukes was right in front of him, enjoying the
spectacle, still somewhat pale and gray-faced after his recent
ordeal. But his chronic heart condition was something he had lived
with for many years, though this had been possibly the worst attack
to date. On Dukes’ right sat the beautiful Kate, his daughter and
aide-cum-nurse, and also an object of Yancey Bannerman’s
attentions. She reciprocated and right now reached a hand around
her chair to grasp Yancey’s left hand down at his side. He looked
down at her and smiled.

And during those few seconds, when he wasn’t
watching the dragon dancers or the crowd, Dukes suddenly stiffened
and rocked back in his cane chair, before toppling to the platform
without a sound.

There was instant chaos; first on the dais
itself, then in the crowd when they were attracted by the commotion
up on the platform. Yancey heaved the cane chair aside and knelt
beside Dukes feeling for his heart while Kate looked around and
signaled urgently to the governor’s personal physician, Dr. Boles.
Yancey snapped his head up and Kate caught the startled expression
on his face and feared the worst as she knelt on the prone Dukes’
other side.

“What is it, Yancey?” she
breathed as Boles hurried up and knelt on one knee, fumbling at the
catch of his black bag.

“It’s not a heart attack,
Doc,” Yancey said and held out his reddened fingertips. “The
governor’s been shot!”

Both Kate and Boles seemed to reel at this
information and Yancey was on his feet instantly, his Colt palming
up, hammer snapping to full cock as he looked around the milling,
surging crowd clustered around the front of the dais, wanting to
see what had happened. The dragon had been trampled underfoot as
the mob rushed forward. The last of the firecrackers exploded,
scattering a few folk. But the ranks soon closed again.

It was hopeless. There was so much movement
down there that Yancey had no hope of spotting the assassin. Heads
were bobbing, parents were grabbing children and hugging them to
them as they hurried away to safety. Dr. Boles had dispatched one
of the Rangers in Dukes’ retinue to find an ambulance at the
infirmary and other Rangers were already riding around the edges of
the crowd, trying to keep the people together. But it was hopeless,
Yancey thought. Someone had yelled that Dukes was dead, had been
gunned down, and that set up another panic as folk tried to back
away from the platform and get into cover in case there was more
shooting. Folk in the rear were still pushing forward in an effort
to find out what was going on. Someone didn’t like being shoved and
blows were exchanged. Others shouted; kids bawled and screamed;
women jostled; men threw punches, shoved and pushed.

Yancey stood there, looking out beyond
the moving heads, past the line of Rangers, to those people who had
managed to get clear of the crowd. He yelled for the Rangers to
grab everyone who was trying to leave the area, directed some into
the hotel, others to search the buildings opposite which served the
railroad. There were long storage sheds and warehouse-type
buildings where an assassin could easily hide, though he had
personally checked these places out before the governor had
appeared to officially open the ‘Star of Texas’.

There was nothing more he could do. The
Rangers and troops who had assembled for the march past, scattered
and began their search. They would bring in everyone they could
find and it would mean long hours of questioning, but there was no
other way. Sure, Yancey could help search the rail yards with the
others, but he wasn’t likely to come across the killer with his gun
in his hand. It would take long hours, maybe days, even weeks of
investigation, to get anywhere on a deal that had been set up as
carefully as this one.

The killer had timed it perfectly, and had
obviously carefully planned the whole thing: he had waited till the
official party had moved in out of the sun and glare, so they were
sitting in shade, thus avoiding back-flare that could throw out his
aim. He had been patient enough to wait out the long, boring
official speeches and the tour of the hotel’s decorated lobby,
until the street celebrations had started and the dragon dancers
had come into the display area, with their firecrackers. He had
used the noise of the exploding fireworks to cover the sound of the
gunshot. And there had been just the single shot, for Dukes had
only one bullet hole in his thin chest. Likely it had been enough;
the governor had wasted away over the last year or so and his heart
wouldn’t be able to handle the shock of a bullet smashing into him.
Mind you, Dukes was as tough as old leather, but he was in his
sixties now and the heart attacks had taken their toll.

Yancey knelt beside Boles and Kate as they
worked on the unconscious governor. Dukes’ face was waxy yellow.
His shirt and vest had been cut open and Boles was suturing the raw
edges of the bullet wound that pulsed blood.

“How is he?” Yancey asked,
grim-faced.

Boles didn’t look up from his work and Kate
was too busy wiping away the flowing blood to answer. But the
doctor spoke as he continued using catgut to stitch the wound.

“One bullet. Missed the
heart by a whisker, but ripped up a couple of big veins, which I’m
sewing up now. Tip of one lung has been pierced, which accounts for
the blood at his lips, but I really don’t think that’s going to
cause a hell of a lot of concern.”

“What does, Doc?” Yancey
asked impatiently.

“The state of his heart,
of course!” Boles snapped. “Even a healthy young hombre like you
would be laid low by a wound like this, but you’d have a good
chance of pulling through simply because you’ve got a heart that
works like a buffalo’s and the muscle can take the shock. But the
governor here, has a heart muscle that’s been deprived of blood
from time to time for years now. That’s what happens with angina
pectoris, and I’m afraid his heart may’ve weakened too much to beat
this.”

Yancey frowned and glanced swiftly at the
white-faced Kate. “Easy, Doc!” he said quietly.

Boles looked briefly at the girl. “Kate’s
aware of the seriousness of the wound, Yancey. She’s not a girl I
could lie to.”

“Guess not, Doc,” Yancey
conceded and he gave Kate’s shoulder a light squeeze as he stood
up, seeing movement at the edge of the crowd. It was the closed
ambulance vehicle from the infirmary and the crowd parted to let it
through. Yancey pulled a wry face. It was ironic: only recently,
Dukes had allocated funds to the infirmary for two ambulance
vehicles to be used to transport seriously ill patients. Now he was
going to be one of the first to use the service.

Yancey glanced up as a big Ranger came up,
obviously trying to catch his attention.

“We’ve rounded up everyone
who was movin’ round over yonder, Yancey,” the man reported. “But I
don’t think we’ve got the man we want. Mostly they’re ordinary
townsfolk who were tryin’ to get their kids to safety.”

“Where’re you putting
them?”

“Down at Ranger
headquarters, the sergeant says. That okay with you?”

Yancey nodded. “Go through ’em, Mal. Sort
out the obviously genuine folk, hold the ones who just might’ve had
something against Dukes. I’ll be down, soon as I see the governor
settled in the infirmary and a guard put on his door.”

“Right, Yance. Er—I ain’t
seen Johnny around.”

The Ranger was referring to Yancey’s
sidekick, Johnny Cato, another Enforcer who normally would have
been on the dais as one of Dukes’ bodyguards.

Yancey shook his head. “On assignment up in
the Indian Territory. Not due back for a couple or three
weeks.”

“We’ll have the son of a
bitch who shot the governor by then,” the Ranger said confidently
as he swung away.

Yancey wasn’t so sure, he thought, as he
watched Dukes being carried down to the ambulance wagon on a canvas
stretcher, Kate on one side, Boles on the other. He wasn’t so sure
at all that this was going to be an easy job tracking down the
governor’s assassin. It seemed too well planned to be a simple
matter of finding the man who had fired that shot.

But, simple or not, Yancey knew he would
find the killer; even if it took him the rest of his life, and if
he had to track the man to the ends of the earth. For Governor
Lester Dukes was a lot more to Yancey Bannerman than simply his
employer—a hell of a lot more.

And whether Dukes lived or died, the man who
had put that bullet into him was already dead. He might still be
walking around, but he was living on borrowed time.


Chapter Two – On the Right Trail

Yancey kicked his boot hard against the door
latch and the wood splintered as the door cracked back against the
wall. He went in fast, gun in hand, the room gloomy and
deep-shadowed just as he expected.

There was a movement in those shadows and he
dropped flat as a gun roared and the muzzle flash briefly
illuminated the room showing the man crouched in the corner by the
window that had the drapes drawn across. Yancey rolled towards the
man even as he fired again. He heard the bullet thud into the
floor, spun over onto his belly and triggered once. The man grunted
and then there was a loud scraping noise and a crash and Yancey
found himself under an overturned table, with the cloth and a vase
of flowers sending water cascading over him.

Swearing softly, he fought to free
himself, kicking out with his legs. A bullet drummed into the
tabletop as he heaved it aside, clawed the tablecloth from his face
and head, and triggered wildly just to discourage the man. But he
heard the window shatter and got the cloth free in time to see a
chair smashing through the drapes and glass. It was followed by the
hurtling form of a man, diving headlong through the gap. Still
untangling himself from the cloth, Yancey brought his gun up and
fired. He thought he saw the figure lurch and then the man was
through the window and he heard him strike the shingles of the
sloping awning outside. This sound was followed by the flailing
passage of the man sliding and skidding towards the gutter above
the boardwalk.

Yancey threw himself at the window, saw his
man scrabbling frantically to keep his grip on the guttering, his
gun gone now. The Enforcer crouched and climbed through onto the
roof as the man gave a yell and plummeted into the street below.
Yancey went out, surefooted, and ran at an angle down the roof
towards the gutter. When he reached it, he paused, saw his quarry
trying to stagger upright, favoring one leg and holding a hand
pressed into his right side. Folk were starting to run down the
street to see what the ruckus was about. Yancey gauged his
distance, poised for a moment, and then leapt from the roof. He
landed on top of the other man just as he got to his feet and bore
him heavily to the ground again. He slugged the man on the jaw but
it was unnecessary; he was out to it.

Yancey ignored the questions of the
townsfolk, yanked his man upright and ducked low to drape him
across his shoulder. He walked easily with his burden, gun still
smoking in his right hand, down the center of the street and folk
stepped aside, stood and stared. He walked to a stone horse-trough
and dumped the man in unceremoniously. He dunked him several times
until the man sat up gasping and choking. Then Yancey yanked him
out and flung him into the dust. The man moaned, got his knees
under him, but his face was still pressed into the dust, turning it
to mud as the water ran down out of his hair. He stayed there,
moaning, and Yancey saw the blood on his right side where one of
his bullets had gone home.

The Enforcer planted a boot against the
man’s upraised buttocks and shoved him roughly over onto his side.
The man moaned louder and stared up with pain-filled eyes. Yancey,
ignoring the crowd that was gathering, hunkered down and held his
gun muzzle an inch from the man’s eyes.

“You got ten seconds to
start talking, mister,” he said tightly. “You know what I want to
hear. If I don’t, you lose an ear. Then the left kneecap. Followed
by the right. After that I start on your gun hand, one finger at a
time, under my gun butt. Savvy?”

The man nodded jerkily, deathly afraid. He
ran his tongue over puffy, dirt-caked lips. “S—S—Saber,” he gasped.
“It was a—hombre called—Saber.”

Yancey frowned. He had heard of him, but
only vaguely. “Who is he?”

“Old-time gunfighter ... Goes
back a long, long way,” the wounded man gasped, no longer
resisting. “Used to be a cavalry man. Went kinda loco when he was
the only one to survive an Injun massacre. Ran out of bullets and
started to hack into the redskins with his saber. Was chopped up
some and just about done for when another troop showed up and
rescued him. They nicknamed him ‘Saber’ and it stuck after he quit
the cavalry.”

Yancey was nodding even before the man had
finished. He remembered the man’s story now. He had been greased
lightning with a gun, kind of loco in his bloodlust, but Yancey
hadn’t heard of him in a long time. He had a name, generally, of
being crazy and few men challenged him. There was one other quirk
he had that Yancey remembered, too: the man couldn’t stand to have
anyone else within maybe a hundred miles who claimed to be faster
on the draw than he was.

If he heard of such a man, he let it eat at
him for a while until he couldn’t bear it any longer and then he
had to ride out and look for that man and challenge him. The fact
that Saber was still walking around and active was proof enough
that he still had a bolt of lightning in his gun arm.

“Saber’s just a tool, a
paid assassin. Who foots the bill, Conrad?”

The wounded man shook his head slowly. “I
dunno and that’s gospel. Saber just paid me to have that buckboard
ready down by the railroad depot with the tarp in back. He told me
to drive away slow and head for Buckshot Foothills, which I done.
He gimme my dinero and then walked away into the
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