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The girl wanted Brace Yargo
dead, and Yancey Bannerman couldn’t blame her. Yargo had raped the
girl and stabbed her father to death. But Bannerman worked as an
Enforcer for the Governor of Texas, and Enforcers only ever got
involved when it concerned the most sensitive matters of state.
That being the case, his hands were tied.

So it fell to the Texas
Rangers and various other law enforcement agencies to hunt the man
down.

When they failed, and
Bannerman found himself stuck with three weeks’ vacation that
looked like boring him to death, he took the case on. He didn’t
figure he would be saddled with the girl herself every mile of the
way, but that’s how it worked out. Slowly, however, he began to
close in on his prey, and though Yargo threw everything at him, he
still kept coming.

Before the final showdown,
the girl learned something about Yancey’s dark side that she’d
sooner not have known, and learned something about herself, too –
that she wasn’t as tough as she liked to think she was.

Still, she’d set her sights
on revenge … and revenge meant putting a hot bullet through Brace
Yargo’s cold soul.
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Chapter One – Feet First

 


It was no secret around town that Bannerman
was out to get Cottrell. That was why folks began to gather around
the saloon when the big man with the long fair hair forked his
dusty black into Main and headed it straight for the Lucky Peso. He
had been here before and most folk knew that Yancey Bannerman was
the Governor’s top Enforcer, a kind of trouble-busting lawman
responsible only to the Governor of Texas. In most cases, Bannerman
and the few other Enforcers were more likely to be

laws unto themselves and to hell with everyone else as long as the
job got done.

There were no tougher men riding the West
and Cottrell knew it, too. People had seen him come riding into
town on his jaded, foam-caked bay, the same one that was standing
on quivering legs and with drooping head at the hitch rack outside
the saloon right now. Cottrell had made straight for the saloon,
seeking the protection of his brother, Luke, who ran the place. He
hadn’t come out yet and they figured that when Bannerman went in,
he would come out feet first.

That was the usual thing when the Enforcers
went up against killers like Simm Cottrell. Bannerman wasn’t the
kind who wouldn’t give a man a chance to surrender first, but he
knew when to play such cards or when it was necessary to deal from
the bottom of the deck. And going against the Cottrell brothers, he
would have to be as tough as he ever had been.

Yancey saw the crowd and he saw Cottrell’s
mount standing at the hitch rail. His hunch had been right: Simm
had run to big brother Luke. So he had at least two guns against
him—at least. For Simm knew and Yancey knew that Luke could call on
his bouncers and gunmen to back him up.

Yancey Bannerman figured his approach even
as he put the weary black up to the horse trough and dismounted,
letting the reins fall to the ground. The animal began to slurp the
water and Yancey paused long enough to scoop up a handful and
sluice it over his dusty face. It felt so good, he cupped both
hands and scooped up more water, clearing the dust and grit from
his eyes and neck.

But that was a mistake!

While both hands were briefly covering his
face and the water ran down his shirt-front, a gun roared from the
saloon and lead zipped into the water of the trough. Folk
scattered, startled. Yancey was already on one knee behind the
trough, six-gun in hand. No one had seen him move, let alone draw.
One second he had been standing there, sluicing water over his
face; next he was kneeling with a gun in his hand.

Folk knew they had just witnessed the
legendary gun speed of Yancey Bannerman—but it had been so damn’
fast no one had actually seen it. That incident would be something
the townsfolk would talk about for years to come.

Yancey fired when he saw a pair of legs
showing beneath the batwings. A man screamed and a moment later a
body crashed through the doors and fell writhing to the porch
boards. The man’s gun had fallen just out of reach. Fingers clawed
into a leg wound, the man strained to reach his smoking gun with
his outstretched fingers. Yancey’s gun blasted a second time and
lead gouged splinters from the boards only inches from the gun. The
wounded man snatched his hand back fast, wood slivers hanging from
his flesh.

“Leave it, Rupe,” Yancey
snapped. “I got no argument with you this time round. You try to
buy in any more than you have, and all you got to look forward to
is a pine marker on Boothill. So make up your mind.”

Rupe hesitated, his fingers only an inch
from the gun butt. Crouching, Yancey’s narrowed, ice-blue eyes
raked the saloon front. There was no one else in evidence. Looked
like Rupe, one of the saloon toughs, had gone off half-cocked. But
the Cottrells would be happy enough to sacrifice him if they could
get a shot in at the Enforcer while he was busy concentrating on
Rupe.

The man made his decision when he saw
Yancey’s eyes flick away from him momentarily. He lunged for the
six-gun. Yancey shot him through the head and the body jerked back,
half under the batwings.

In a flash, Yancey was on his
feet, snatching his rifle from the saddle scabbard on his nervous
horse and leaping for the front of the saloon. He holstered his
six-gun in mid-stride, twirled the Winchester around the trigger
guard and the outsized fast-shooting lever that had a small toggle
on the rim. One flick of the thumb and that toggle would jut out
far enough to touch the end of the trigger each time he levered in
a shell. The one action then would cock and fire the weapon. A man named Huckabee had
fixed the gun for him in gratitude, and it had saved his neck on
plenty of occasions.

This was to be another.

He crashed through the batwings like a
runaway locomotive, going in crouching, side-stepping swiftly to
the left, cold eyes raking the room and picking out the enemy.

Luke Cottrell with a sawn-off shotgun was
crouched behind the bar, caught unawares by Yancey’s sudden charge.
He hesitated a moment and it was fatal—for him. Yancey’s rifle
whiplashed and Luke threw up his arms as he crashed against
bottle-loaded shelves in front of the mirror. His sawn-off exploded
and leapt wild from his hands, the charge bringing down plaster and
woodwork.

Yancey’s rifle was already sweeping to the
right, to a man running up the stairs while shooting wildly. The
man faltered and the rifle crashed a third time. He jerked and
tumbled down. Lead burned past Yancey’s right ear and he swung that
way, levering, rifle butt against his upper thigh. He missed, but
Simm Cottrell lost his hat and that was close enough. The man made
a dash from behind an overturned table, running for the alley
door.

The Enforcer levered twice and Cottrell just
made the door, but he collapsed, half in and half out of the
saloon. Yancey moved the smoking rifle barrel in a short arc and
two more men rose from behind the piano, hands clawing the air,
guns on the floor.

They wanted no part of this.

Yancey nodded. “Keep it that way,” he
advised, glancing up to the empty balcony before crossing to where
Simm Cottrell lay.

He kicked the man’s gun into the alley, got
a boot toe under an armpit and heaved the outlaw on to his back.
Cottrell stared up at him with rapidly glazing eyes, his side and
shirt-front soggy with bright blood. His breath rattled hoarsely in
his throat. Yancey held the rifle one-handed as he leaned down,
grabbed Cottrell’s left boot and dragged the man into the saloon.
Then he kicked the door closed, flicked his gaze at the two gunmen
still clawing the air and gripped Cottrell’s shoulder.

“You’re all through, Simm,” he
said evenly. “No use fooling you. You’re going out of here feet
first. It was your choice, so don’t hold it agin me. Before you go,
though, how about telling me where I’ll find Turk Arlin? Huh? He
never did you no favors, setting you up as a decoy so as to give
him time to get away. You feel like talking to me some
...?”

Cottrell stared at the hard-faced Enforcer
who glanced around at the townsfolk hesitantly coming in to witness
the carnage. The bug-eyed townsmen were surprised when the dying
man spoke without animosity.

“Y—Yance—you got me fair ’n’
square. I—I’ll tell you about that no ’count T—Turk.”

Yancey nodded. “Just don’t leave it too
long, Simm. Neither of us has got too much time.”

Yancey leaned down so that he could hear
better as the dying man began to talk, his breath becoming more
ragged as he spoke.

He was dead in less than a minute, but by
that time the Enforcer had the information he wanted. An hour
later, he rode out of town on a fresh bronc, on the trail of
another outlaw—Turk Arlin.

The body of Simm Cottrell was reposing in
the town’s lone ice works and would stay there until Yancey
returned to pick it up and take it back to Austin.

Bannerman did not for a moment consider that
he might not come back. In fact, nor did anyone else.


Chapter Two – Whipped Like a Cur

 


Brace Yargo would have to be the meanest,
orneriest son of a bitch who had ever worked for Millard Reece. The
rancher, silver-haired but far from silver-tongued, wondered why
the hell young Sam Bonney, his ramrod, had hired Yargo in the first
place.

He was no great shakes as a horse wrangler
or bronc-buster; sure, he did his work well enough, but there were
a hundred other cowpokes who could do the job just as well. He had
fought with just about every other cowhand on the Reece Block R
spread and had even gotten into a gunfight in the town of Conchos.
He hadn’t killed the other man but that had been no fault of
Yargo’s. He had tried hard enough; luckily for the other hombre,
Yargo had stubbed his foot against a rock and that had thrown off
his aim by a few inches.

But it had been enough for folk to see how
mean Yargo could be when he was liquored-up. Sober, he was nothing
to write home about. A man in his late-twenties or early-thirties,
he was taciturn, laconic, could cuss like a Saturday-night trooper
and would just as soon punch a man’s teeth down his throat as argue
with him. He was lean, hickory-tough, always seeming to need a
shave, but maybe this was because his hair was midnight black and
there appeared to be a permanent shadow on his jowls. He sported a
droopy, ragged moustache and sometimes he was careless enough to
leave one side longer than the other. His clothes were old, sweaty
and patched. Yargo cared nothing for his appearance and few men in
the bunkhouse complained about his lack of hygiene after he had
taken to the two who had been stupid enough to say something.

There were a lot of hombres like Yargo
travelling the West. So far, the Block R had been lucky; the ranch
had had its hard hombres in the past, but none quite so mean as
Brace Yargo.

He was headed for trouble right now, Millard
Reece could see that. The man had come back from Saturday night in
town, still drunk, but he had brought a stone jug of whisky with
him. Now he was sitting under the cottonwood tree behind the
bunkhouse, occasionally lifting the jug to his mouth and staring
morosely at something only he could focus on.

He was alone, as usual, for none of the
other ranch hands would spend any time with him. Today was a day of
rest and the others were amusing themselves in various ways. Reece
knew there would be a friendly game of poker going on in the
bunkhouse; a group of other men played horseshoes, already betting
next month’s wages on the throws. One man was busy whittling a
tobacco or jewel box, likely for his family or some transient
sweetheart. Another strummed monotonously on a guitar. Others
merely sat or lazed around, smoking and yarning.

It was a peaceful scene. But Reece had the
feeling that it wouldn’t be that way for long. Not the way Brace
Yargo looked ...

Reece turned as he heard the door behind him
open. A young girl with chestnut hair hanging to her shoulders
stepped out on the porch, adjusting a narrow-brimmed hat. A quirt
dangled from her leather-cuffed wrist; young breasts strained at
the white cotton shirt, long legs and tight buttocks filled the
corduroy jodhpurs. Millard Reece sat up in his chair, frowning: he
had been aware for some time that his daughter was fast blossoming
into a beautiful woman but he felt uneasy when he saw her figure so
well displayed in this riding outfit.

“You takin’ out that roan
again?” he asked gruffly.

“Just for a ride down to
the river, Pa,” Jo Reece smiled at her father, “it being such a
lovely Sunday afternoon.”

“Not in that outfit, you
ain’t.”

She smiled, even white teeth showing
startlingly against her tanned flesh. “Oh, Pa, don’t be such a
fuddy-duddy. I admit the pants are a mite tight, but I’m growin’, I
guess. First chance I get to go into Conchos, I aim to buy a bigger
size.”

She leaned down and her red lips brushed his
leathery cheek, her small hand patting the other side of his face.
He grunted in mock irritation.

“You soft-soapin’ me
again?” he asked, mouth curving in a faint smile. “Just you take it
easy an’ don’t stay out too damn’ long, you hear? I want you to
supervise my supper; that lousy Mex grub-spoiler’s gonna poison me
one of these nights.”

She laughed and ruffled his long silver
hair. “You old bear!” She went down the steps and then turned,
smiled and blew him a kiss. “Sam’s riding with me.”

Reece sat up in his chair, his face
sobering. “Now, just a minute!”

Jo gave him a look of exaggerated innocence.
“Well, it’s better that I have some sort of protection, isn’t it,
Pa?”

He chewed on his leathery lips. “Damn it,
gal! You know I don’t want you mixin’ too much with the help!”

But Jo was already swinging lithely across
the yard towards the corrals where young Sam Bonney was waiting
with two saddled horses. Reece glared at his ramrod. The man was
likeable enough, did his job well and could handle men, that Reece
grudgingly allowed. He was good looking in a way that would attract
women and he was no slouch with a gun. He was the kind of man that
he should have been happy to have as escort to Jo as she went to
the river.

But there had always been something about
Sam that kept Reece reserved; there was something in the man’s pale
blue eyes that most folk found candid and open, but which the
rancher saw as sometimes being coldly calculating. No one agreed
with him but other folks’ approval had never been anything to
bother Millard Reece ...

Suddenly, he snapped out of his thoughts as
he became aware that Brace Yargo, jug halfway to his lips, was
staring lasciviously at Jo as she walked up to the roan horse and
prepared to mount. Even from across the yard, Reece could read
Yargo’s eyes. The man had mentally undressed Jo and Reece felt the
rush of blood and anger into his face.

“You! Yargo!” he barked
suddenly, even as Jo was handed up into the saddle by Sam Bonney,
the ramrod giving her a boost by placing the heel of his hand under
her buttocks. “What the hell you about, mister?”

Yargo reluctantly wrenched his gaze away
from the girl and stared across at the rancher. The others in the
yard were looking, too. Yargo took a pull at his jug before
answering and by that time, Bonney and Jo were riding out of the
yard.

“Me?” Yargo answered, his word
slightly slurred. “I’m a’suckin’ at my jug, boss. You like
some?”

He offered the jug to Reece and the rancher
scowled, standing up and walking to the porch rail. His face was
hard and his eyes narrowed. He shook a finger in Yargo’s
direction.

“You ever look at my
daughter in that way again and I’ll have you hoss-whipped like the
cur you are! You savvy?”

Yargo returned his stare, curled a lip and
took another pull at his jug.

“God damn it! I asked if you
savvied me?”

“Plain enough, boss,”
slurred Yargo. “But she sure is a looker.”

He heaved to his feet, swaying unsteadily,
placing a hand against the cottonwood. His gun hung low on his left
thigh, the base thonged down. On his right hip was a fringed
buckskin sheath that held a big-bladed Bowie knife with staghorn
handle.

He turned his weathered face towards the
rancher. “Reckon I’ll go sleep it off for a spell,
boss.”

Reece grunted and watched, frowning as the
cowboy weaved his way down to the bunkhouse past the silent ranch
hands, and lurched in through the door, the jug up to his mouth
again. The rancher pursed his lips and leaned on the porch rails,
staring across the flats.

Jo and Sam Bonney were just disappearing
over the rise that hid the river from the ranch house. Reece swore
softly under his breath as he dropped back into his chair and took
a hand-rolled cigar from his shirt pocket.

Hell, he was acting like an old
woman. Didn’t want to let Jo out of his sight these days. Might be
because she was his only daughter; or could be because his sons had
grown up and grown away from him, too, leaving home and finding their own ways in
life.

Maybe he was just clinging a little harder
than he should to the last of his family that was still with him
...

 


Down by the river, Jo and Sam Bonney had
dismounted under the shade of
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