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Kate Dukes’ life hung in the
balance … and her father, the Governor of Texas, held his top
Enforcer, Yancey Bannerman, responsible! When the Governor
suspended him, Yancey decided – reluctantly – to strike out and go
it alone.

A group of small ranchers
were hoping to push their herds to a place known as Purgatory,
where the best cattle prices were being paid. And it was vital that
they make it – because if they didn’t, they could kiss goodbye to
their land, which was mortgaged to a robber baron known as Troy
Gant.

Gant didn’t want the cattle
to reach their destination, and he was prepared to do whatever it
took to make sure he got his way.

Yancey might have signed on
as a trail boss, but he had to become all fighting-man in a hurry
if he was to get the cattle to their destination. Luckily he had
his partner, Johnny Cato along for the ride. But still … it was
going to be touch and go!
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Chapter One – Oro Grande

Yancey Bannerman downed
the redeye and slammed the glass on the bar. Beside him, Johnny
Cato, his fellow ‘Enforcer’, undercover lawman for the Governor of
Texas, Lester Dukes, snapped his head up and glanced at his pard’s
reflection in the mirror behind the bar.

Yancey’s face was hard, and his eyes
were a mite more slitted than usual.

“You havin’ another?” Cato
asked, gesturing to the hovering barman with the bottle ready to
pour.

Yancey hesitated.

“Guess not.” He pushed a
silver coin across the bar to the barman. “Have one
yourself.”

Yancey didn’t wait for the
man’s acknowledgment, but turned and hooked a heel onto the brass
foot rail, thumbed back his hat and began to build a cigarette.
Cato said nothing. He knew what was eating Yancey. To a lesser
degree, it was eating him, too.

They had just finished an assignment
that had all but killed them both. A madman named Griffin had
captured them and had tried to wreak vengeance for an old score. A
couple of years earlier, Yancey and Cato had been responsible for
the man being partially crippled by a bullet in the hip. Griffin
had played a terrifying game of ‘cat and mouse’—forcing Cato to be
the hunter and Bannerman to be the hunted.

Yancey had fought his way back through
Griffin’s men, set fire to the brush, and Griffin had died a
horrible death. Wounded and exhausted, Yancey and Cato had then
made a run from the remainder of Griffin’s men.

They might not have made it
if Kate Dukes, the governor’s daughter, had not led in a bunch of
men with blazing guns that had routed the outlaws and enabled the
two Enforcers to escape. i

Earlier, Kate had become
lost in a violent sandstorm and had been injured by a flying,
uprooted tree, the iron hard wood smashing her across the head. By
luck she had been picked up by a wagon train under the leadership
of young Ben Ives who had shown more than a passing interest in the
girl. Her head wound had given Kate a lot of trouble—she obviously
had a bad concussion for she suffered vision disturbances,
headaches, dizziness and lapses of memory.

But, finally, she had
become coherent enough to tell her story to Ben Ives. The wagon
train had taken her far from Oro Grande and the Rangers by this
time. Ives had organized some of the other men and they had banded
together behind Kate and ridden in search of Yancey, arriving in
time at the Powderhorn to save the two Enforcers from the remnants
of Griffin’s men.

It had taken only a day or
so for Cato and Yancey to realize that Kate was far from well. The
head wound was still giving her trouble; she still suffered
disturbances of vision and headaches, and she had fainted on two
occasions. Ben Ives had hung around, waiting for news of Kate’s
condition, though the remainder of the wagon men returned to their
waiting families.

Yancey and Cato were also ‘hanging
around’, and it was this that was getting on their
nerves—particularly Yancey’s. Tension was part and parcel of his
way of life, but waiting for word on Kate’s condition really ate
into him.

What was more, Ben Ives seemed sullen
and jealous, as if he had some sort of prior claim to Kate Dukes,
who had been Yancey’s woman from the day he had become an Enforcer.
Ives had been making snide remarks about Yancey and the type of man
he must be to have allowed a woman like Kate to get into the
situation that had caused her injury.

It had been almost thirty-six hours
since the local doctor had started making tests and Cato was
beginning to think that if Yancey didn’t get some kind of
information soon, he would start tearing up the town—just to
release his pent-up tension.

“If that damn sawbones
don’t come up with—” Yancey started to say and then broke off as he
spotted Ben Ives among the drinkers at the bar.

“Well, he said he’d let us
know as soon as she showed signs of returnin’ to consciousness,
Yance,” Cato said, trying to claim his pard’s attention. “Listen,
if you’re really worried about her and the local hombre ain’t come
up with anythin’ you can get your teeth into by mornin’, why not
send for Doc Boles?”

The name of Governor Dukes’ personal
physician filtered through Yancey’s thoughts as he watched Ives
order a drink.

“Boles?”

“Yeah. Hell, Kate’s been
his patient as long as Dukes, almost. He’s tended her over the
years and he’s sure a better sawbones than this local hombre,
though I guess he’s doin’ his best.”

“Yeah, but he said it
could be dangerous to move her right now, until he figures out
whether she has a blood clot pressing on her brain. And if I send
for Boles—hell knows what it might do to Dukes, with his
heart.”

Cato nodded slowly: he had to go along
with that. Governor Dukes had suffered a chronic heart ailment for
many years, and the shock of finding out his daughter was badly
injured could well bring on an attack.

“Well, I guess sendin’ for
Boles is a kind of last resort, Yancey,” Cato admitted slowly as he
glanced into the mirror.

He saw that Ben Ives was holding
Yancey’s reflected gaze. The tall young man who claimed to hail
from Missouri, slammed his glass onto the counter and called for
attention. The bartender looked at him sourly, finished serving at
Yancey’s end of the bar, then walked down to Ives.

“What’ll it be,
cowboy?”

“What the hell you think?”
growled Ives as he shoved the glass under the barman’s nose. “It’s
empty. I want it filled up. And don’t call me cowboy,
hear?”

He slammed the heavy glass
onto the barman’s hand and silently dared him to reach under the
counter for his pick-axe handle. The man recognized the danger
signs and he nodded jerkily.

“Sorry, mister. But I seen
you talkin’ earlier with Shell Giddings and Walt Stanton, two of
our biggest ranchers around these here parts and I
thought—”

“Quit thinkin’ and fill my
goddamn glass,” cut in Ives, irritably. He held the glass out and
the barman filled it to overflowing. “You clumsy son of a bitch,
watch what the hell you’re doin’.”

And, hard on his words, he dashed the
raw whisky from the glass into the barman’s eyes. The man reared
back, screaming as the alcohol bit into him like acid. He
floundered to the wash-up tub and plunged his face into the filthy
water. A silence fell over the saloon, broken only by the barman’s
gasps.

Ives sneered, reached for
the whisky bottle and slopped some liquor into his glass. He tossed
it down and looked at Yancey’s disapproving reflection. The barman
staggered through a doorway, scrubbing at his face with a cloth.
Two more barmen sidled in, adjusting their aprons, looking
apprehensively at Ives. But the young wagon man’s attention
remained fixed on Yancey.

“You want to buy into it?”
he demanded.

Yancey straightened and Cato put a
hand on his forearm, swiftly shaking his head.

“Don’t let him prod you,
Yancey. He’s out for trouble.”

“Think I’m blind?” snapped
Bannerman, ripping his arm out of Cato’s grip, his hard eyes boring
into Ives. He raised his voice. “I guess not,” he said and Ives
began to smirk, convinced that Yancey wasn’t as brave as Kate Dukes
had apparently thought. “But if I decided to,” Yancey added—and his
words sobered Ives abruptly—“I’d take your head and stuff it into
that slop-trough till you yelled 'Uncle’. And if you’d done to me
what you did to that ’keep, I’d kill you.”

Yancey spoke easily and
without heat, his words carrying all the more weight because of it.
The silence in the saloon was charged with tension and Cato no
longer tried to head Yancey off. The die was cast and there was
nothing anyone could do about it: except Yancey. And Ben
Ives.

And, judging by the
crooked grin that split Ives’ face, it was just what he wanted. He
thrust away from the bar—sending drinkers scattering. Cato stepped
behind Yancey who remained relaxed and calm close to the
bar.

He was grateful to the
young wagon man for having rescued Kate and he had figured him for
a likeable youngster when he had first seen him but realized later
that he was unstable.

Apparently, Ives was an excellent
scout and trail-blazer, but he tended to take offence easily, had a
chip on his shoulder, and seemed to think that a smile from a woman
meant she was his and his alone.

“You ain’t near good
enough for that gal,” Ives said slowly, his slitted gaze boring
into Yancey. “Any man who’d ride off and leave a gal alone in the
middle of the badlands in a sandstorm ain’t a man at all, far as
I’m concerned. He’s a yeller-bellied snake.”

Cato tensed at these
words. But Yancey was impassive as he drilled his eyes into the
other man. Then, quietly, he said: “That’s your opinion, Ives. And
your opinion’s of less concern to me than the dung I scrape off my
boots.”

Ives reeled under the counter-insult,
his mouth working, big fists knotting at his sides. His lips were
bloodless as he pulled them back around his teeth.

“I reckon you better draw,
mister,” he choked.

“Yance,” muttered Cato
apprehensively.

“I’m not drawin’ iron on
you, kid,” Yancey told Ives abruptly and Cato released a long sigh.
“I wouldn’t waste my lead. What you need is the tar whaled out of
you to show you you ain’t growed up yet.”

Ives’ face was purple with
anger. “Draw, damn it,” he roared, his hand hovering near his gun
butt, his body trembling.

“Go to hell,” Yancey told
him quietly and stood his ground, looking squarely into Ives’
hushed face.

The young man made a
strangled sound and started to snap his hand towards his gun butt.
Men scattered. Yancey took one long, swift step forward and slammed
the young man hard across the side of the head with an open palm.
The blow sent Ives staggering against the bar. He started to thrust
away and Yancey batted him again, open-handed, sending him reeling
along the counter, ears ringing, a bead of blood at a corner of his
mouth.

The Enforcer stalked after
him, grabbed his shirtfront and heaved him upright, shaking him
violently while he removed the dazed man’s gun from his holster.
Then he slammed the gun barrel across Ives’ head and released his
hold. The wagon man collapsed unconscious at his feet.

Breathing a mite heavily, Yancey
opened the gun’s loading gate and spilled the six brass cartridges
over Ives’ body. Then he dropped the empty Colt on the floor beside
him and glanced at Cato.

“Shouldn’t’ve done that.
Shouldn’t’ve let him prod me. Guess I was feeling mean.”

Cato shrugged. “He asked
for it. Anyways, it’s done now.”

Yancey nodded slowly and
sighed. “Yeah. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

He turned abruptly and shouldered
roughly through the staring crowd, heading for the batwings. Cato
adjusted his hat and followed.


Chapter Two – Trail Boss

The doctor’s name was
Reeves. He was a middle-aged man, just under six feet, with long,
wavy, silver-streaked hair and a frontier moustache. Mutton-chop
sideburns bulged to either side and the impression was of a mass of
hair with eyes, nose and mouth protruding at the appropriate
places.

But even all that hair couldn’t
conceal the etched lines of weariness and worry as he glanced up
and the warm amber of the candlelight on his small, cluttered desk
washed over him. He shook his head slowly and rubbed his eyes with
thumb and forefinger.

“Sorry, Bannerman. I’ve
run every test I can and my only conclusion can be that there’s
something pressing on a cranial nerve, most likely a blood
clot.”

“And what does that mean,
Doc?” Yancey asked, his voice expressionless.

Cato glanced at him
sharply.

The medico lifted his
hands helplessly. “Far as I’m concerned, I’m afraid it means
there’s nothing more I can do. It would likely be—unwise—to try to
move her. I mean, a jolting train journey to Austin could cause the
obstruction to move and who knows what damage that might
cause.”

“And if she stays where
she is? What happens? She drifts from unconsciousness into a coma
and never wakes up?” Yancey said.

The doctor looked at him a mite
quizzically.

“You seem to have a fairly
good grasp of the situation, Bannerman. You studied medicine at
some time?”

“No, but I studied
law—back in ’Frisco. I guess I picked up a little medical knowledge
along the way.”

Reeves looked thoughtful
and then snapped his fingers. “By hell! You’re one of the Barbary
Coast Bannermans. Old Curtis Bannerman’d be your
father?”

Yancey nodded.

The doctor seemed more
puzzled than ever. “What in tarnation are you doin’ out here on the
frontier with a background like that? Hell, man, you could be
sittin’ mighty pretty acting as your father’s attorney. He must be
one of the richest men in the country. Bannerman holdings are all
over the United States and beyond. I just can’t savvy—”

“Look, never mind my
background, Doc,” Yancey cut in irritably. “Kate Dukes is the
subject, not me.”

Reeves stopped and sighed, nodding
jerkily.

“Well, I’ve told you all I
can, Bannerman. To be honest, I’m not sure what to do next. I hear
there are new drugs that are sometimes used to try and dissolve
blood clots but I’m not familiar with them. If you know a doctor
who is, I suggest you get him here fast. Otherwise, I’m afraid the
young lady will just—die.”

Yancey’s face remained
immobile though Cato knew his mind must be in turmoil. “Can I see
her?”

“No point, is there? She
can’t speak; won’t even see you.”

“I can see and I’ll know
her—that’s the goddamn point.”

Wearily, Reeves stood up and stifled a
yawn. He gestured to a door. Yancey nodded and strode across the
room. Cato hesitated as Yancey opened the door and went
through.

“Really as bad as that,
Doc?” Cato asked.

“I wouldn’t say so if it
wasn’t,” Reeves snapped.

Cato pursed his lips. “You
know who her father is. It’s not general knowledge that he has a
chronic heart condition.”

Reeves arched his eyebrows and
nodded.

“I didn’t know for sure,
but I had suspected something of the kind. Just the way the
governor looks and acts at times. The rubbing of the left shoulder
is a dead giveaway.”

“Yeah. How you reckon news
like this could affect him?”

Reeves answered without
hesitation. “Adversely. Only adversely, I’m afraid.”

Cato nodded slowly and then walked
towards the dimly-lit, four-bed infirmary. Kate’s was the only bed
occupied and Yancey stood beside it, looking down at her as she lay
pale and gaunt-faced, a thick cotton pad taped over the wound in
her head. Her breathing was shallow and the sheets seemed to rise
and fall very slowly. Yancey picked up one of her thin white hands
and held it gently. He turned his head slowly as Cato stepped up
beside him.

“Reeves says this kind of
news could throw Dukes,” he said quietly, trying not to show the
shock he felt at how bad the girl looked.

Yancey stared for a spell,
still holding Kate’s hand. “I don’t have any choice, Johnny. Kate
needs Boles.”

Cato nodded. “You
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