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An old man named Regan
turned up in town, splashing around five-dollar coins that looked
brand-new … but were in fact a quarter-century old. Where had they
come from? Where had they been kept all those years?

Suspecting that they might
be part of the fabled Lost Sonora lode, Yancey Bannerman decided to
investigate further. Legend had it that three wagons, each filled
with gold and silver coins meant as back-pay for the army at Fort
Concho, had gone missing twenty-five years earlier. No one knew
whatever became of the money, but Yancey knew that his boss,
Governor Lester Dukes, would want to claim it as part of the Lone
Star State’s rich history.

Trouble was, other men were
out to take the treasure for themselves—ruthless men who would kill
anyone who got in their way and not give it a second
thought.

Yancey and his partner,
Johnny Cato, rode for Moonlight Canyon, not knowing they were
heading straight into the fight of their lives!
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One – Quarter Century

 


It had been one hell of an assignment
and both Yancey Bannerman and Johnny Cato, the two top Enforcers
for the Governor of Texas, intended to tie one on when they
returned to Austin.

They found that Governor Lester Dukes
was absent from the town attending a top-level conference in
Washington. Luckily, Dukes’ heart condition had improved, but he’d
taken his personal physician, Dr. Boles, with him—as a precaution
against a relapse.

Dukes’ daughter, Kate, was deputizing for her father at
official engagements, and Yancey could see
that he wasn’t going to be able to monopolize a lot of the girl’s
time. It was a disappointment, for he had long been dreaming about
spending a good many hours with her.

He had also privately reserved a
couple of nights just for Cato and himself to go out on the town
alone and whoop it up.

But it didn’t work out that
way.

Cato lost no time in getting
spruced-up and he hit the Austin saloons like a cowhand just in
from a three months’ trail drive. He cut a swathe through the
town’s whorehouses and bars, getting into fights and affairs with
equal ease, but managing to unwind in the process.

Yancey found that time dragged
heavily. On two occasions, he and Kate had been all set to go out
for a night on the town when she had been called to a conference
with the deputy governor. Another time, a picnic had had to be
called off because Kate had to stand-in for the deputy governor at
the opening of a new wing on the Austin infirmary.

At the end of four days of shuffling
around, being disappointed, seemingly, at every turn, Yancey was
beginning to simmer.

It seemed to him that he and Kate were
never going to get any time together.

“Goddamn it, Kate,” he
exploded one night when she told him there was a visiting
politician who had to be entertained at a semi-official dinner, “I
might just as well have stopped off in some wild frontier town,
like Johnny wanted, and cut loose. I came all the way back to
Austin to unwind—with you. Now I’m tighter than ever and getting
more riled by the minute.”

Kate put a hand on his forearm and
turned her warm gaze up to his hard face, smiling
fleetingly.

“Yancey, I know it’s been
a big disappointment, but I have to carry out my duties. Besides,
it’ll ease the burden on dad when he returns and I—have to go along
with things. For dad’s sake more than anything else. I thought you
knew that.”

Yancey sighed. “Knowing it don’t make
it set any easier, Kate. Hell almighty, I been back in town four
days and the only time we’ve even sat down at the same table for a
meal was when you dragged me along to that dinner party at Senator
Pike’s house. Even then you were at one end of the table and I was
at the other. Didn’t even get to escort you home.”

Kate reached up and planted a light
kiss on Yancey’s cheek.

“I’m truly sorry, Yancey.
But tomorrow night will be free. I promise. No matter what, I’ll
keep it just for us.”

“Yeah, sure,” he said
tightly, unconvinced. “Well—I’ll see you sometime tomorrow, I
guess. Maybe pass you in the corridor or see you driving off in
your surrey to some damn function.”

“Oh, Yancey, don’t
be—”

“Adios, Kate.”

He turned away abruptly, still tense
from the long, hard assignment that had almost cost him his life.
He recognised the signs: he’d been on the edge of depression and
constant, simmering rage before, and he knew the price he would
have to pay if he allowed it to build up any further.

Kate stood in the long hallway of the
mansion and watched him swing away towards the door. She saw the
taut, stiff set of his shoulders, the long, though jerky strides,
instead of the easy cat-like, flowing movements she had come to
associate with him. She frowned, truly sorry that he had got into
such a state, mainly because of her. But she had a duty to perform:
after all, she was the Governor’s daughter. But she had meant it
when she had promised that she would keep the next night free; and
she intended to make it clear to the deputy governor. He had been
taking a slight advantage of her; using her more than was
necessary, mainly because he was a trifle unsure of himself. He’d
thrown a lot onto Kate’s shoulders that she shouldn’t have had to
bear. She knew she hadn’t been entirely fair to Yancey by meekly
accepting the added duties, but she aimed to get it straightened
out ...

As she moved towards a door leading
off the hallway, she hoped that Yancey wouldn’t get into too much
trouble that night. But she could read the signs: he was on the
prod and looking for an excuse to cut loose.

 


Kate was right. Yancey was simmering
by the time he got into town and when a cowhand accidentally bumped
him, he knocked the man down. The dazed man had sat up,
bleary-eyed, wondering what had happened. Then, disgusted with
himself, Yancey had helped the man up, slipped a dollar into his
pocket and pointed him at the nearest set of batwings.

Hell, he thought, what was the use of
taking it out on some poor drunken cowhand who was doing what he
longed to do himself—unwind.

Yancey went looking for Cato. The
whole town was Johnny Cato’s stamping ground, especially when he
was on the prowl for women and booze. He could be anywhere from the
playhouses on Confederate Street, to the back rooms of the dingy
bordellos down by Pease Creek.

He stopped off at a couple of saloons
and put down some whisky and beer. The drinks did nothing to ease
his black mood and in the second saloon he hunched over a beer at
the bar, staring morosely at the scarred woodwork, a little apart
from the other drinkers.

“Set ’em up for the
house,” roared a cracked voice not more than a couple of feet away
and Yancey jerked his head back irritably, snapping a bleak glance
at the old-timer who stumbled against him, then gripped the edge of
the bar, swaying. The man was barely up to Yancey’s shoulder, and
thickset. He had a leathery, dark skin with a sprouting fringe of
silver whiskers all round his jaw-line. The man looked at Yancey
with round, moist eyes, set far back in the folds of fat and
smiled, showing only four teeth.

“Sorry, amigo,” the man
apologized. “I’m celebratin’ ...” He was jostled into Yancey again
as the patrons rushed the bar for their free drinks from the
sweating barman. “What’re you drinkin’?”

“Forget it,” Yancey
growled, turning to thrust and shove his way out of the crowd. But
the oldster grabbed his arm, stumbling to keep his balance in the
crush.

“’S’all right, amigo, I
got plenty dinero. Here—take this. Go buy yourself a
drink.”

The oldster thrust a coin into
Yancey’s shirt pocket.

“Hope the hell you can pay
for this, old-timer,” bawled the bartender.

The man roared with laughter and
tossed a number of gold coins across the bar. He thrust a hand
awkwardly into his pocket and brought out some more.

“I can pay. You just set
’em up and keep ’em comin’.’ He winked at Yancey and the Enforcer
jerked his head back as the hand holding the coins almost struck
him in the face. “Name’s Regan—an’ I’m howlin’ tonight.”

He threw back his head and let out a
wild wolf call. Yancey scowled then elbowed and kicked his way out
of the crush of men, slammed his way through the batwings and into
the night. Damned old galoot, he thought. Must’ve struck it rich up
in the hills or somewhere.

Curious, Yancey reached into his
pocket and brought out the gold coin. It was a five-dollar piece,
shining like a star with its unmarked brilliance. Yet the date was
a quarter of a century old. Yancey turned the coin around in his
fingers. It was absolutely perfect, just as if it had been minted
that day. And the other coins the oldster had brandished about had
looked just as bright.

Yancey might have thought they had
come from the bank, paid to Regan in exchange for some gold dust or
silver ore, except for the date. Sure, there were coins twenty-five
years old circulating all over the country, but there must be very
few around of that age in such excellent condition. Yet the oldster
had had a pocketful of them.

He frowned and decided to return to
the saloon. He couldn’t even see Regan’s head above those of the
men crowding and fighting around the bar. He shrugged. What the
hell, he thought, it wasn’t important, so he set off down the
street again, in search of Cato.

He found him on the boardwalk in the
saloon section of Brazos Street. Cato was making his way along the
street with a whore on each arm. Yancey knew Cato wasn’t exactly
drunk but there was a certain looseness about him that suggested
he’d been putting away quite a bit of booze.

Yancey grinned and started to cross
the street. Cato hadn’t seen him and he paused outside a
brightly-painted saloon called Gingham Gal, his arms around the
women. He spoke briefly to them and they laughed, linked arms, and
all three moved towards the batwings.

Yancey opened his mouth to call out
but froze as he heard a coarse voice bellowing behind
him.

“Hey, you lousy varmint.
That’s my gal you’re gettin’ off with.”

Cato checked and turned, as did his
lady friends. Others on the street, too, looked towards the rasping
voice. On the walk behind Yancey was Regan, a mite the worse for
liquor with a ginger-haired whore clinging to his arm. She looked
from Regan’s bewildered face to that of the man who had done the
yelling.

Yancey knew him as Colorado Brown: a
mean, rangy hombre living on the fringe of the law, doing any job
that came along if it paid well enough and didn’t require him to
lose any sweat. He was handy with a gun and had been in several
shootouts around Austin, always walking away from them—and always
provoking the other man into going for his gun first. He was about
thirty, swarthy, with lank, dusty hair showing in ragged strands
beneath his hatbrim.

Beside him was his brother, Cyrus,
just as mean, but younger, a man who favoured the knife—and a dark
alley to use it in. There were two other men in the shadows behind
Brown, but Yancey couldn’t be sure of their identities. He thought
they looked like a couple of hardcases called Pearce and
Duggan.

Colorado Brown came forward, glaring
at Regan. The whore disengaged her arm and stood back. There was a
very faint lift to her lips and Yancey swore: he knew she had set
the oldster up. He must have been flashing just a mite too much
gold around the bars and she had ‘arranged’ the confrontation with
the Brown brothers and their sidekicks.

Yancey glanced at Cato and saw that
the Enforcer had moved away from the women and was watching the
scene with a frown. He had recognised the signs of the set-up, too,
but hadn’t seen Yancey.

Colorado and his brother stopped a few
feet from Regan, and Cyrus jerked his head at the whore with the
ginger hair.

“Vamoose.”

It was her out and she took it
swiftly, fading into the shadows, leaving Regan on the edge of the
boardwalk, swaying a mite unsteadily. Colorado shoved the oldster’s
shoulder roughly and sent him staggering into the
street.

“Where the hell you get
off comin’ into town and tryin’ to steal my gal, you old
sidewinder?” the gunman growled, stalking the old man as Regan
tried to regain his balance.

Cato started forward, then checked
himself as he saw Yancey. He smiled and ignored the two women who
were urging him to take them into the Gingham Gal.

Cyrus Brown stepped into the
street—and spotted Yancey moving in. He flexed his hands and
shoulders, then lifted his hand as though to scratch his ear.
Yancey noticed the move and knew that Cy Brown had a harness under
his shirt that put a throwing knife at the nape of his neck. All he
had to do was reach up and grab it, bend forward as he threw, and
like as not his target would be transfixed.

“Leave it, Cy,” Yancey
said quietly and moved in on Colorado who was shoving Regan towards
Pearce and Duggan. So it wasn’t just a prodding, Yancey thought:
Colorado’s bunch had seen the old man’s gold coins and were aiming
to take them from him, using the girl as the excuse ...

Yancey came up behind Colorado and, as
Cy yelled a warning, Yancey grabbed the man’s shoulder and spun him
about.

“Leave the old man alone,
Colorado.”

The gunfighter got his balance and his
eyes narrowed as he recognised the big Enforcer.

“Stay out of it,
Bannerman. He’s taken my gal—I got a right to be riled. Private
fight. So stay out of it.”

Regan stumbled forward, lurching into
Colorado and sending him staggering. The oldster put up his fists
in a comical stance, his bewhiskered face like that of a gnome as
he danced unsteadily around the gunfighter, boxing at
shadows.

“Come on,” he challenged
recklessly. “Come on, you young shaver. I’ll handle you and ten
more like you.”

Yancey grinned: he couldn’t help
himself. He grabbed Regan under the arms and set him on the
boardwalk. “Not these days, pop. Ten years ago—maybe. But not
tonight. You need a little help, I reckon.”

“Lemme be. I c’n do
it.”

While Yancey’s attention was on the
drunken Regan, Colorado lunged in and, hard on Cato’s shouted
warning, Yancey felt the hammerblow of a hard fist slamming against
his kidneys. His legs buckled and bright lights whirled in front of
his eyes. Another fist clubbed him behind the neck and drove him to
his knees. Colorado moved around to the front and snapped a knee
into Yancey’s face.

The Enforcer flailed backwards, put
down a hand to keep from falling, then kicked out as Colorado
lunged in. The boot caught the gunman in the belly and he gagged,
stopped dead, doubled over, and clawed at
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