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Something big was in the wind – and to prove
it, a small army of men who were willing to die for their cause
chose one of the Lone Star State’s best-loved public holidays to
make an assassination attempt on Lester Dukes, the Governor of
Texas. Although the assassination was thwarted, it was only one
part of an altogether bigger plan. Dukes’ top Enforcer, Yancey
Bannerman, was sent to find out what nightmares still awaited them.
Along the way, two innocent women were cold-bloodedly murdered to
keep the gang’s secret … one of them a close friend of Yancey’s
fellow Enforcer, Johnny Cato.

By the time Yancey discovered what the gang
had planned, all he could do was pray like hell that he reached
Austin in time to prevent a catastrophe that would not only kill
the most important man in America … but also take out any number of
innocent bystanders right alongside him!
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One – Suicide Squad

The fourteenth attempt to kill Lester Dukes,
Governor of Texas, took place on a wet August day during a ceremony
at the Confederate Monument in the southwestern corner of Pease
Park, Austin.

August 14 was the anniversary of a battle
that took place during the Civil War and was still remembered by
Texans, possibly taking second place only to the Alamo itself. It
occurred towards the close of the conflict, in 1863, at a place
called—prophetically—Coffin Corners.

A squad of Rebels had been cornered on top of
a mesa by a whole battalion of Yankee troops. They held out for
over a week, the last three days without food and only a spoonful
of water each. Then, when they finally ran out of ammunition and
the Yankee troops stormed the mesa’s steep sides, the officer,
wounded, ordered his weary little squad to fix bayonets, and as the
Union troops surged over the rim of the mesa, the Rebs charged
suicidally, dying to a man. The Yankee officer had been so
impressed by their courage that he had ordered them all buried
right there on the mesa with full military honors, including
gunfire salutes over the graves. The incident was recorded in Texas
history as The Last Fight of the Coffin Corners Suicide Squad.

The grateful Lone Star State, ten years after
Appomattox, built a bronze and stone memorial to those brave men
in Pease Park and, every year since had held a memorial service
there on August 14th. The governor always attended.

Such ceremonies could be dangerous when
political fanatics, who figured they could run the State better
than the present administration, decided to make an attempt at
taking over.

On this occasion, the ceremony was made more
dismal by the mournful music of the brass band and the singing of
hymns by the crowd who braved the rain and lashing winds in the
park. It had been raining almost non-stop for four days and the
ground underfoot was sodden. The monument itself gleamed as the
water ran off the bronze and polished stone, carrying the names of
the men who had died at Coffin Corners. The flower wreaths drooped
pathetically under the weight of the hammering rain. Slickers
glistened and Governor Dukes’ speech was difficult to hear above
the roar of the rain on the canvas awning.

Lester Dukes, tall, cadaverous, in the full
dress uniform of a general of the old Confederacy, didn’t need
notes. He knew what the crowd expected of him, a eulogy and a
recountal of the deeds at Coffin Corners. Dukes stood on the dais,
alone, for half an hour, at this point of the ceremony.

His bodyguard of Special Rangers and Enforcer
Units were behind him and scattered throughout the crowd.

It was the time when Dukes was most
vulnerable and Yancey Bannerman, Chief Enforcer, never felt easy on
occasions like this. His job was hard enough as it was, helping to
ensure security, but when the governor stood exposed for so long,
he scarcely dared breathe and he never took his hand off his gun.
Today, he was carrying his Winchester Special, built on an 1873
action by his fellow-Enforcer and top gunsmith, John Cato. It fired
specially loaded cartridges and was worked with an over-sized,
fast-firing lever that held a special metal tongue on the curve of
the guard that could be used to trip the trigger. By working the
lever as fast as possible the magazine could be emptied in seconds,
giving tremendous firepower.

Yancey stood, tall and bulky in his shapeless
slicker, water running from the sodden brim of his hat, gray eyes
moving restlessly over the crowd, picking out his men. His probing
eyes took in the brush and trees around the park and even beyond to
the few double-storied buildings fronting the streets on the park’s
perimeter.

Yancey’s hands were cold as they gripped the
rifle beneath his slicker and there was a tight knot in his belly
as he listened with only half an ear to the governor’s speech,
concentrating on likely trouble.

Johnny Cato was on the far side of the dais,
also on the alert. Rangers lined the base of the wreath-strewn
monument where Kate Dukes, the governor’s daughter stood, soberly
dressed, with the group of official guests. The crowd was attentive
and silent. There was little traffic moving on the streets. A lone
bird screeched amongst the trees, mournfully, drawn-out. It
reminded Yancey of an Apache imitating a birdcall, signaling to a
hidden companion.

He raised his head abruptly, aware that the
rain had ceased. For a moment, the sun came through the leaden
clouds. The watery sunshine momentarily caught a reflection in a
window in a building on the far side of the park.

Yancey’s grip on his Winchester tightened and
he instinctively parted his slicker, never taking his eyes off the
building. There was no more movement over there that he could see.
His gaze was fixed on the area where he had seen the light winking
in the open window. Only a black square faced him, stark against
the pale stone of the building.

The building, he knew, was used by a company
that made Western boots, the Sagebrush Boot Company, though part of
the upper floor was rented out as storage space, while a section
was given over to the hanging of hides and skins, and the eastern
corner was used as offices.

It was the eastern section which he
watched.

The governor was reaching the end of his
speech. Any moment he would be mounting the steps to the top of the
monument where the wheeled cannon stood, still bearing the scars
from the long-ago battle. A blank charge had been set and primed
and the governor would fire the cannon at precisely noon. Its
thunderous boom would announce that another ceremony to commemorate
Coffin Corners was at an end.

At that moment, Dukes would be alone,
silhouetted against the sky, above where his security force
stood—in the most vulnerable position of all.

There was a pinpoint of brightness within the
window’s square. It came and went in the blink of an eye.

Dukes was almost at the top of the stairs
when Yancey broke away from his position and leapt onto the dais,
ignoring the gasps of the crowd. Out of the corner of his eye he
saw that Johnny Cato was running towards the monument. The smaller
Enforcer knew that Yancey wouldn’t be making such a move unless
something was wrong. Rangers started to surge forward.

“Governor! Stop!” Yancey yelled,
leaping up the steps, his long legs taking three at a
time.

Dukes was lifting off the brass
cover from the touch-hole, carefully shielding the burning
slow-match that had been handed to him. At Yancey’s yell, he
stopped, but he was already silhouetted against the sky. Yancey
came up and over the top step in a headlong dive, his wide
shoulders hitting the governor’s thin legs. Dukes started to fall
and, at the same time, there was a splat! on the stonework of the monument just above and
behind him and a puff of dust, followed instantly by the
unmistakable whine of lead in ricochet. As the governor sprawled
without dignity under the wheels of the cannon, Yancey’s big body
shielding him, the dull crack of a far-off firearm drifted over the
park.

Yancey pushed the governor unceremoniously
down from the top step as Cato came leaping up.

“He’s yours, Johnny!” Yancey said,
thrusting Dukes at Cato and leaping around the smaller Enforcer,
right over the edge of the steps to the pandemonium on the lower
platform where Rangers fought to get clear of the milling, shouting
crowd. He caught a glimpse of Kate Dukes, her face white with
anxiety.

“He’s fine, Kate!” Yancey bawled, his
stentorian bellow cutting through the sounds of panic. “Stay with
him and Johnny!” Then he lifted his voice again. “Rangers! Get to
the governor! Enforcers! Surround the Sagebrush Boot building! The
shot came from there!”

Yancey used elbows and knees to thrust a way
through the crowds. He didn’t know if the Rangers and Enforcers had
heard his instructions or not. His main concern was to reach that
building. He figured the assassin might stick around long enough to
see if there was the possibility of a second shot at Dukes. When he
realized there wouldn’t be another opportunity he would run.

But Yancey wanted to cover as much of the
distance between the monument and the building as he could during
that short delay. By now the killer would likely be running from
the office. He would, of course, have his escape route planned in
advance, and likely there would be guns to back him up or cover his
escape—depending on how important he was to the people behind the
assassination attempt.

Yancey’s long legs took him swiftly across
the park. He glanced back. He saw three Enforcers running towards
the tethered horses behind the monument. He swore. They likely
figured they were doing the right thing going for mounts, but by
the time they untied the broncs and mounted up, Yancey would be at
the Sagebrush building.

There were no more gunshots, which meant that
the killer was already running. Yancey’s lips tightened and he tore
the heavy, impeding slicker from him savagely. The rain had started
again and soaked his clothes in seconds as it seemed to come down
harder than ever. He slipped on the sodden ground, skidded to one
knee, wrenching his groin. He was moving slower when he got up,
limping badly. He smashed through screening brush and staggered
out into the street. He dodged across the cobbles, one of the few
paved thoroughfares in Austin at that time, and leapt up onto the
boardwalk. He didn’t waste time trying to open the heavy front
doors of the building. They would have been well-locked, even
barricaded from inside. He ran around to the alley at the side,
still limping, feeling the tearing pain in his groin.

Yancey was holding his rifle in
both hands now, a cartridge in the breech, the hammer cocked. He
splashed through muddy puddles, kicked his way through a pile of
spilled crates—no doubt placed there deliberately by the killer or
his friends—and reached the end of the alley. The big Enforcer
slammed against the corner of the building when he heard horses. He
pulled off his hat and peered around cautiously. A bunch of riders
pounded across the vacant lot behind the building and one man led a
riderless horse.

Yancey couldn’t believe his luck. He had
reached the building before the killer’s getaway bunch. They were
only now bringing up the horse that the man would use; which meant
the gunman was still inside. The Enforcer knelt and threw his rifle
to his shoulder. He worked the lever fast. The eleven shots
thundered like a Gatling gun, though he wasn’t aiming, just
intending to scare off the rescue party.

The bullets flew thick and fast around the
ears of the horsemen and one man was spilled from the saddle. The
others veered away swiftly, some drawing guns and shooting, but
most seeming to be more concerned with flight. Yancey feverishly
reloaded, thumbing in the special loads through the side gate in
the blued-steel receiver. Lead whined off the corner of the
building but the shots seemed to be aimless, merely parting shots
as the bunch wheeled away and rode back across the vacant lot. At
the same time, he heard his Enforcers thundering down the alley on
their own mounts. He stood up and waved them on after the riders
and then ran around the corner of the building, kicked in the
flimsy rear door and went in, crouching, rifle at the ready.

A gun blazed out of the gloom and lead
smashed a window over his head. Yancey dived to the floor, rifle
out in front as he levered and fired twice. He heard boots thudding
on the stairs as the killer ran back up to the floor above. Yancey
threw himself in a long slide down the polished floor to the foot
of the stairs. He caught the silhouette of a man up there, just
leaping onto the landing. The rifle crashed. The man disappeared
from sight. Yancey gathered himself and leapt up the stairs,
grimacing once or twice as the pain knifed into his belly from his
groin.

At the top he went over in a low dive and a
gun blazed three swift shots, the bullets chewing into the
floorboards in front of him. Yancey rolled, levering and firing
wildly. He didn’t even see the killer as he moved, but heard a door
slammed back. The Enforcer clawed his way upright and, crouching,
moved swiftly down the passage. A gun came around the edge of a
doorway leading into the hide store. Yancey dropped as it roared
and the lead passed overhead.

“Might as well give up, feller!” he
yelled. “There’s no way out and the place’ll be surrounded by
now!”

There was silence. Yancey strained his ears,
trying to hear if the man was on the move in amongst the hide
racks. But he could hear nothing. He breathed shallowly, took one,
silent, forward step and waited again. Nothing.

Then, abruptly, with a wild Rebel yell that
set Yancey’s heart thudding in his chest like a trip-hammer, a man
burst out of the store and came running full-tilt down the passage,
the gun in his hand blazing wildly as he chopped at the hammer,
shooting without aim or direction.

The Enforcer threw himself flat and pumped
off three fast shots; the man staggered, slammed into the wall,
stumbled forward, bringing his gun up for a final shot, but lacking
the strength to get it off. He sobbed and coughed, clawing at his
chest, a ribbon of bloody froth spilling down his jaw line. His
legs buckled and he half-turned as he fell, thudding to the floor,
the gun dropping close by his limp hand. A few ragged coughs shook
his body and then he was still.

Yancey moved forward and kicked the gun out
of reach, holding his rifle barrel close to the man’s head. He
knelt and felt for a heartbeat beneath the blood. There was
none.

Then Yancey whirled as he heard footsteps on
the stairs.

“It’s me, Yance!” called a voice he
recognized as belonging to an Enforcer named Fletcher. A moment
later, the man came pounding up, gun in hand. He eased it down to
his side when he saw the dead man at Yancey’s feet. “Got him,
huh?”

Yancey nodded. “We’d better take a look
through the rest of the building, Fletcher, but I don’t figure to
find anyone else. First, though, I want to see if he left the
killer gun.”

He stood and they moved down the passage and
around a corner to the office wing. Fletcher told Yancey that Cato
was leading a bunch of Rangers after the fleeing rescue party who
didn’t seem as if they wanted to fight and were concentrating on
getting away.

“This jasper was trapped and he knew
it,” Yancey said slowly, as they warily opened doors, looking for
the office that had been used by the assassin. “He could’ve
surrendered—but he came out like a cavalry charge, shooting wild,
not even bothering to locate me first.”

Fletcher frowned as they opened another door
and stared at the rifle with the long tube of a telescopic sight
set up on it, clamped among small bags of sand on a table, facing
out of the open window towards the distant monument in the park. As
Yancey examined the weapon without touching it, Fletcher said:

“Sounds almost as if that feller
committed suicide, Yancey—I mean, chargin’ out at you without
botherin’ to look. You could’ve had ten others with you. He must’ve
been loco.”

Yancey looked at him steadily with his gray
eyes.

“Yeah—loco. Or a fanatic who didn’t
mind dying.”

Fletcher stared at him.



 


Two – Last Ditch Stand

There was a strange feeling of unreality
about this chase, thought Johnny Cato, as if they were stirring up
the ghosts of long-dead men.

The rescue party hadn’t been interested in
fighting: they had fled Austin right away, abandoning the assassin
to Yancey in the Sagebrush building, making no attempt to rescue
him, though they could have likely held Yancey off long enough for
the man to get to the horse they had brought for him.

Cato had learnt this much from Chuck Saxon,
who had originally led the Enforcer Unit to the building hard on
Yancey’s heels. Now Cato had caught up with the pursuers on his
long-stepping gray and had taken charge, after seeing the governor
well-cared for by the protective Ranger Squad whose ranks had
closed around Dukes and Kate and the official party at the
monument’s base.

The killer’s companions had made straight for
the outskirts of Austin and swung to the south and open country.
For a time they had stuck to the old Eastern Trail, long-since
abandoned by trail-herders, but before they reached the town of
Lockhart they had veered to the west and, even that early in the
chase, Cato had had a strange feeling about where they were
headed.

Now, at mid-morning of the second day, with
other Units of the Rangers and troops of cavalry closing in to
bottle-up the group, there was no doubt about it.

The outlaws were making for Coffin
Corners.

There was no other place for them to go: they
couldn’t turn back without running into the posse. If they tried to
head north, they would meet up with the army who had posts all
along that area. If they had exchanged a few shots whenever the
Enforcer or soldiers tried due south, the area was already
closed-off by the Rangers and the only way open to them was the
alkali desert known as Dead Man’s Table.

They knew the country well enough, for they
eluded cavalry patrols that had been alerted by telegraph and beat
through the brush-clad hills that opened out into the sand hill
wastes of the Corners. The broken mesas and buttes clawed at the
hot sky and dust-devils spun a reddish mist over the whole
area.

Cato reined down, signaling his Enforcers to
stop. They sat their weary mounts, hands folded on saddle-horns,
squinting into the distance. Cato turned to Chuck Saxon.

“How many you reckon were in that
bunch?”

“Six or seven. We never did get close
enough to pin it down and they stayed in a tight knot, didn’t
spread out.”

Cato scratched at the stubble on
his jaw. “A half-dozen men against fifty. Don’t make sense. They
haven’t tried to make a stand yet, but they’re headed into country
they can’t hope to get out of. The thing is, if they’d scattered
right at the start, at least some of ’em would’ve gotten away. But they
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