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Governor Dukes’ top enforcer, Yancey
Bannerman, was called home to San Francisco to solve a tricky
situation his wayward brother Chuck had created … and ‘tricky’ was
putting it mildly. If it wasn’t solved quickly—not to mention
discreetly—it could mean the end of the mighty empire Bannerman’s
gruff father, C.B., had spent his life building!

But you can’t always handle blackmail, kidnap
and attempted assassination discreetly. That’s why violence and
sudden death spilled onto the streets of ’Frisco’s notorious
Barbary Coast, why the dark night was aglow with burning ships at
anchor … and why Yancey found himself in a final showdown with fast
gun Clint Blaisdell … with the life of his sister Mattie at
stake!
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Chapter One – Boot Hill Next Stop

The gun roared almost in his ear and Johnny
Cato felt the hot burn as the bullet cut across his cheek, laying a
weal there that oozed a little blood. As much from the hot touch of
the lead as anything else, he whirled and his heavy Manstopper came
up and blasted at the window where the gunman was thumbing back his
hammer for a second shot.

Cato’s was a special gun of his own
construction: it not only held eight .45 caliber cartridges in the
fat cylinder instead of the usual six, but there was a heavier
barrel slung beneath the normal one, that fired a twelve-gauge shot
shell, by means of a special toggle on the hammer. As he brought
the gun into line now, his thumb flipped the toggle and when he
pulled the trigger, holding the gun with both hands, there was a
roaring blast that took out the whole window frame in a shower of
splintered wood and disintegrating glass. If the man screamed, the
sound was drowned out by the thunder of the Manstopper and Cato
caught a brief glimpse of the shattered body, momentarily airborne,
before it dropped from sight.

Before the drifting smoke cloud had cleared,
Cato had swung out the special cylinder, ejected the empty shell
and replaced it with one of his few remaining ones. He took stock
of his ammunition supply, laid out on the shelf under the heavy
saloon bar where he sheltered. His cartridge belt was spread out
and more than half the loops were full, so a quick count gave him
maybe twenty .45 caliber cartridges, counting those in his gun,
and, besides them, he had four shot shells.

It wasn’t much against a whole town, an
outlaw town in Longhorn Pass, maybe halfway to Fort Worth.

If he hadn’t dallied that extra few minutes
with the beautiful, hot-blooded half-breed girl in this very
saloon, he might have cleared the town before the outlaws got word
that he was an undercover agent for Governor Lester Dukes. Still,
no point worrying about that now. His cover had been blown and when
he didn’t keep the rendezvous with his pard, Yancey Bannerman, top
Enforcer for the governor, he would know Cato hadn’t pulled off his
daring stunt of riding openly into the town and claiming the
Rangers had been on his trail for six weeks straight.

Who could have figured that a member of an
old gang which had escaped the Enforcers’ guns would have turned up
just before Cato was due to quit town with the information they
needed about a man who had tried to assassinate the governor? But
that was the luck of the game and, for Cato, it looked like Boot
Hill for him.

The deal had been that if he didn’t turn up
at the rendezvous by a certain time, then Yancey was to ride to
Fort Worth and get the army to move in on the town. All Cato could
hope for at present was that Yancey had already done this, but it
was a forlorn hope.

Suddenly the bar in front of him shook with
the thunderous blast from a scattergun and chunks were blown from
the counter above his head. The shotgun blast was followed by rapid
rifle fire, a fusillade that chipped away at his shelter and sent
spent slugs whining around the room. Cato hugged the floor and
shattered glass pattered onto his shoulders. The smell of whisky
and stale beer was almost overpowering. The bar mirror had been
smashed long ago but some of the flying lead jarred loose the few
remaining shards and one knifed into the floor beside his face like
a murderous steel blade.

Cato grabbed his cartridge belt and spare
shot shells and rolled to the far end of the counter. As he did so,
the section where he had sheltered was blasted in by two
double-barreled shotguns concentrating their fire on the same
point. He would have been dead had he not moved when he did. He
figured their next move would be to rush him and he sure wished he
had his rifle loaded and handy, but that was still in the saddle
scabbard on his horse, tethered in the livery yard behind the
saloon. He figured they would have the alley covered, so making a
break for his horse was out of the question. He dived flat again as
he started to ease along one wall, when withering fire raked the
room and kept coming, in an uproar of guns. The lanterns in the
wagon wheel candelabra burst and the wheel spun, spraying oil out
in a wild fan. He was thankful none of them had been lit ...

Then, abruptly, the firing ceased and he was
surprised to find himself still alive, his ears ringing.

But the gunfire had stopped only momentarily.
Now it was starting up again and he flattened himself against the
floor, resigned to death. But there was no smashing of bullets in
the big empty barroom and he sat up slowly, frowning, as he
realized the gunfire was out in the street. Men were yelling and he
thought he heard a horse’s racing hoofs. Just one horse, a single
mount, stretching out and coming the length of Main towards the
saloon.

Then came a wild Rebel yell, a man’s scream,
abruptly choked-off, and the thunder of hoofs along wooden
planks.

“Great snakes!” exclaimed Cato aloud. “Sounds
like that horse’s on the boardwalk!”

He started for the front of the saloon,
crouching, cartridge belt across his shoulder, shot shells in his
shirt pocket. Then there was a volley of gunfire right outside the
saloon and, through the broken window, he saw a man spill into the
street, his face streaked with blood, gun flying from his hands.
Another man crashed in through the broken window, head hanging by a
shred from his neck and there was a choking, bubbling scream from a
third man. Next instant, the batwings broke open, one flying from
its leather hinges completely, as a horseman charged into the room,
hipped in leather even as he crouched low to miss the door jamb,
gun blazing back into the street.

Cato’s Manstopper was up and around and
lined-up, ready to fire, even as the rider quit leather with a leap
and the wild-eyed mount ran to the back of the room, searching for
a way out. A man appeared in the batwings, gun in hand and Cato
shifted aim slightly and let loose with the Manstopper barrel. The
shot shell blast blew the remaining bat wing door to splinters and
the gunman was lifted clear off his feet and hurled back into the
street.

Before Cato could react, the newcomer was
heaving a long, upended dice table across the street doorway and
then throwing himself aside as half a dozen rifles out there
blasted and splinters flew.

The man hurled himself headlong hit loosely
on his shoulders and rolled, so that he came up on his feet, facing
the door, cocked gun in one hand. It was a dangerous, neat trick
and Cato knew only one man who could do it consistently and come up
in the right position with gun lined-up on target every time.

“Yancey!” he exclaimed. “I figured you’d be
on your way back from Fort Worth with the cavalry by now! What in
blazes are you doing’ here?”

Yancey Bannerman triggered a shot through the
street doorway before replying, reloading his gun as he grinned in
the gloom of the big room. The horse continued to stomp around at
the rear of the room.

“You made a big impression on that half-breed
gal,” Yancey said. “She rode out to meet me and tell me what had
happened. I sent her on to Fort Worth with a note for the
commanding officer, scouted around town here and figured all the
action was around the saloon, so you must be inside. Reckoned you
could do with a hand. You didn’t seem to be making out so well by
yourself.”

“Thanks!” Cato said bitterly. “I’ve downed
six that I know of. In my book, that ain’t any too bad at all.”

“Not bad,” Yancey conceded quietly, looking
out into the darkening street. “We’re gonna be in trouble when
night falls.”

“Cavalry could be here by then.”

“Don’t count on it. If I know the army,
they’ll pussyfoot around some and check out that note before they
take much notice of it, ’specially when it’s delivered by a ’breed
gal from this town.” He added, “There are a couple of cartons of
shells in the saddlebags and some grub.”

There was a lull in the shooting and Yancey
ran to his horse, pulling it in behind the wrecked bar, talking
swiftly and soothingly to it. He fumbled the saddlebags off and
tossed them to Cato. Then he slid his Winchester ’76 from the
scabbard and levered a shell into the breech.

Yancey dived completely over the bar,
executing that somersaulting roll again and came up on one knee
with the rifle to his shoulder. He fired a raking volley as fast as
he could work the lever, moving the heavy, hexagonal, 24-inch
barrel in a short arc, his lead spitting in a ragged line along the
shop front across the street. Dust puffed, splinters flew, glass
shattered and, somewhere deep back in the store, there was the dull
clang of metal.

The guns outside fell silent as Yancey dived
to the side and rolled across to where Cato crouched over the
saddlebags. Cato was hungry and bit into a slab of raw sowbelly and
a stodgy soda biscuit. Yancey dug out the cartons of shells, slid
one across the floor to Cato, and opened the other, thumbing fresh
loads through the side loading gate of the Winchester.

“You’re plumb loco, you know that?” Cato said
around a mouthful of food.

“How come?” Yancey asked, not looking up from
his loading chore.

“Comin’ back in here. You know there’s a damn
good chance the army won’t get here in time.”

“Same chance as if I’d ridden on to Fort
Worth myself. But you couldn’t have lasted much longer with less
than twenty rounds of ammo.”

“A bullet per man, I’d figured on.”

“And there still would’ve been a couple of
dozen for you to face with an empty gun.”

“You reckon you’ve evened the odds?”

Yancey shrugged, the rifle’s magazine full
now, with one jacked into the breech. “Give you some company,
anyways.”

“Hell, man! It was suicide ridin’ back in
here! You was away and safe!”

Yancey grunted, worked his way across the
floor to the front of the building, warily looking out through a
broken window. “They’re holdin’ a pow-wow in the barber shop,” he
muttered and brought up the rifle. He blasted off four swift shots
and glass shattered across the street and men yelled. He was
grinning as he turned back to Cato. “Pow-wow’s over.”

Cato, a smaller man by six inches than
Yancey, and maybe ten years older, shook his head slowly. “You
crazy damn waddy!” he said affectionately. “You came back because I
was in trouble that I likely couldn’t get out of ...”

“Hell, you owe me seven bucks you borrowed to
play poker with when you first rode in,” Yancey said casually, eyes
raking the street outside. “I reckon they’ll rush us mighty soon.
They’re all moving over to the other side of the street. They’ll
spread out and get us from three sides. I spotted some hombres
holed up on rooftops where they could see the back of the saloon
when I rode in. They’ll stay there. It’ll be our only way out and
soon’s we make the break they’ll pick us off.”

“This looks like the end of the trail then,
huh?” Cato asked soberly.

Yancey looked at him. “Well, we’ll take a few
of them with us.”

Cato grunted, looking out into the street
where gunmen dodged between buildings. “Looks like they’re
gatherin’ in the general store, likely stockin’ up on ammo.”

Yancey had been looking around the bare,
bullet-pocked room while Cato was at the window.

“Strong smell of coal-oil, Johnny.”

“Lantern’s busted,” Cato told him.

“You looked around to see what we can
use?”

“Hell, man, I couldn’t poke my little finger
out from behind that bar without drawin’ fire. But I did notice a
trapdoor leadin’ down to the cellar. Was goin’ to back down there
if I had to ...”

“‘Keep an eye on the street,” Yancey said,
and went behind the bar to the trapdoor under the burlap bags that
had been used as floor mats.

He threw the bags aside, raised the trapdoor
and took the lantern from a nail inside the trapdoor frame. He lit
this and went down a steep ladder into the chill gloom of the
cellar. It was stacked with barrels of beer and stocks of whisky in
bottles, spare glasses and a crate of coal oil in large half-gallon
jars. This was what Yancey had been looking for and he lugged the
crate back into the barroom, shoving it along the floor as he
climbed up out of the cellar. Cato looked at him quizzically.

Yancey winked. “Gonna give ’em a little light
so they can see better when they rush us,” he said.

“Great! We’ll make fine silhouettes against a
burnin’ saloon!”

Yancey just nodded, breaking open the crate
and taking the four jars out of the straw packing. He pushed two of
the jars towards Cato.

“Rip up some rags from behind the bar, soak
about six inches in the coal-oil and stuff the other end down into
the neck of the bottle. When they’re coming, light the dangling end
and throw it.”

“Make a nice target while I’m raised up to
toss it!”

“Like kissin’ the rear end of a duck, Johnny.
You’ve got to be quick.”

Cato smiled, already tearing up rag as Yancey
used his clasp knife to prise the corks out of the jars. “You aim
to set the whole town afire?”

Yancey shrugged. “Don’t matter much, but if
we start a good big fire it’ll keep ’em busy while we make a break
for it.”

“How about your horse?”

“She’ll go out the front as soon as the
firebombs hit. We’ll have to make a dash on foot for the
livery.”

“Hope you can run fast, pard!”

Yancey grinned. “With a bullet fanning my
tail I can run like the wind!”

Cato laughed.

Outside, daylight was fading fast. An
occasional gun was fired out there, just to make them keep their
heads down, but most of the outlaws were waiting for dark to mount
their attack.

Yancey and Cato ate the rest of the stale
food and shared a bruised apple Yancey found at the bottom of his
saddlebag. There was a second one but he fed this to the horse and
gave it some water from the saddle canteen in the crown of his
hat.

Yancey scouted the back alley and
experimentally opened the rear door. Two bullets smashed through
the wooden panels and he closed it again, satisfied that they could
not make more than a few paces that way without being shot down.
The side door or a window would be their only way out, once the
diversion of the fire was under way. Even then it could be
perilous. The outlaws might have been in the side streets already,
waiting with guns.

The street outside was briefly stained with
orange light as the sun went down. The light splashed into the
battered barroom and made the coal-oil jars look like golden
whisky. There were flitting shadows out on the street as the
outlaws moved into their positions, guns ready, tensed for the
charge that would cost some of their lives. But they hated
government men and aimed to make sure they didn't ride out to give
away the location of their town. It was good hideout, back in the
ranges, within easy distance of the main Dallas-Fort Worth trails,
but hidden from the law. How Cato and Bannerman had located the
place the outlaws didn’t know. But they were determined the two
would not get out alive to pass the information along to anyone
else, like the Rangers or the army ...

The outlaws had lived good lives here, with a
regular community set-up, sallying forth on raids on the stagelines
and railroads, defying all efforts to track them down. They had
lived well and they had a nice sideline going, charging exorbitant
prices to hide out men on the run. Like that loco fool who had
tried to assassinate Governor Dukes. They had bled him white and
when he could no longer pay, they had shot him and dropped his body
down an abandoned mineshaft. The government men didn’t know this
and were still searching for the man, and only the devil’s own luck
could have led them to this place in Longhorn Pass. Well, they had
no official Boot Hill but they’d be happy to find some final
resting place for these gunfighters who had taken such heavy toll
of their ranks this day.

Great Caesar! The way that big hombre had
come charging into town, forking his bay mare, gun blazing and men
dropping each time the Colt Peacemaker bucked in his fist. Then
riding straight into the saloon that way like some sort of crazy
man. The outlaw leader would sure like to have those rannies
gunning on his side. Hell, they could hold the West to ransom with
a dozen hombres like those gunfighters holed-up in the saloon.

The sun sank lower and deep shadows crawled
through the town. The leader figured now was as good a time as any
to cut loose and he triggered two fast shots into the air, the
signal for the charge to begin ...

Inside the saloon, Yancey and Cato tensed
when they heard those shots and an instant later there came a
chorus of wild yells and over twenty guns out there roared in a
rattling volley that shook the walls of the saloon and let in the
fast-fading daylight in a dozen places. Yancey nodded to Cato where
he crouched against a heavy table near a shattered window, and
their vestas scraped alight. The rags flared and almost as one they
heaved the jars of coal-oil out into the street.

There were twin dull thumps as the jars
shattered and the deluging coal-oil ignited with a whoosh, spilling
and writhing along the street and up onto the opposite boardwalks
like fiery snakes. The firelight illuminated about a dozen men
halfway across the street, guns in hands. They checked abruptly and
one man ran screaming for the horse-trough with his clothes on
fire. Two others beat frantically at blazing trouser legs and the
rest stared wild-eyed as they were surrounded by a sea of fire that
spread even as they looked. Cato and Yancey hurled the remaining
two jars and the lines of gunmen broke and ran.

Yancey and Cato hurried them along with a
swift volley of shots and then Yancey grabbed Cato
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