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They came into Big Springs,
Texas, from the north … but they might just as well have come straight out
of the past. They were thirty men clad in buckskins, toting
flintlocks and muzzle-loaders, and they wanted – and took –
everything Big Springs had to offer.

That was their biggest
mistake.

Governor Lester Dukes reckoned
they were ‘The Lost Ones’, the last remnants of Quantrill’s
Raiders, a bunch of Rebel hold-outs who’d refused to surrender
after Appomattox. He figured they were holed up in the Texas
Breaks, an uncharted wilderness that had a nasty habit of
swallowing up anyone who tried to explore it.

They could have stayed there, for all
Dukes cared. But the minute they started robbing and killing
innocent Texans, he made a decision to send Yancey Bannerman and
Johnny Cato in to deal with the problem.

Two Enforcers, against a
small but ruthless army.


 


[image: tmp_21ec060353701ced962aa69131cac954_TezVPF_html_19d64c5c.jpg]

 



BANNERMAN 19: GAUNTLET

By Kirk Hamilton

 


First Published by The
Cleveland Publishing Pty Ltd

Copyright © Cleveland
Publishing Co. Pty Ltd, New South Wales, Australia

First Smashwords Edition: June
2018

Names, characters and incidents
in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual events,
locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is purely
coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic
or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any
information or storage and retrieval system, without the written
permission of the author, except where permitted by law.

This is a Piccadilly
Publishing Book

Series Editor: Ben
Bridges

Text © Piccadilly
Publishing

Published by Arrangement
with The Cleveland Publishing Pty Ltd.


Chapter One

Alarm

 


 


 


 


 


There were two notable things about Big
Springs in Central Texas. First, there were the springs that gave
the town its name, a series of deep pools strung across a canyon
floor three miles across the flats from the town. Cattle herds
watered here and bedded down overnight on the drive down to the
railhead at San Angelo, previously known as Fort Concho.

This made Big Springs a trail
town and, when the herds were passing through in the season, a wild
place in which to live. The country for fifty miles around was
rugged and broken and though, in parts, good ranching land, served
better as hangouts for rustlers and renegades, both white and red.
So while Sheriff Lew Akers enforced the law in town, two
troops of cavalry
were also garrisoned in Big Springs to see that the ranchers and
trail-herders weren’t troubled by the lawless element outside of
town.

And that was the other notable thing about
Big Springs: the army’s gun and ammunition store.

Not only was it a repository for the guns
used by the army in the late 1870s, but there was something of a
museum about it, an aspect that ambitious and far-sighted men in
Big Springs aimed to develop in the future. There had been decisive
battles fought in the area during the Civil War and many of the
guns used then, and others intended for use but never reaching
their destination, were dumped in dusty moldering cases in dark
corners of the store. These were the muzzle-loading, black powder
revolvers and rifles, cap-and-ball weapons, the forerunners of the
cartridge-firing firearms used by the army at this time. There were
still boxes of percussion caps unbreeched, kegs of black powder
which was still usable, and sheets of lead for molding into
bullets. Old tattered battle flags rotted on bullet-scarred
standards, as well as some moth-eaten uniforms and caps.

In a more modern and brighter part of the
store, were the repeating arms and the trapdoor Springfield rifles
now carried by the army, as well as gleaming sabers and cases of
cartridges.

All was housed in a
double-walled log building near the end of town
where the
army barracks sprawled. The army troop on this day in 1878 was
riding deep in the wild country to the north, around the Brazos. A
band of renegade Apaches were terrorizing settlers in the area and
there had been several pitched battles. With trail herds not due to
come drifting through Big Springs for another month yet, the town
was quiet and peaceful that Thursday afternoon and Sheriff Lew
Akers sat on the porch outside the adobe law office on Main,
contentedly smoking a thin black cheroot.

He watched the slow rumbling
traffic pass by, and the wayfaring townsfolk, nodding to some,
lazily touching his hat brim to the ladies, once, even, raising a
faint smile for Lizzie
Carmody from Halloran’s Peacock Parlor. Because of his longhorn
moustache it was doubtful if the girl noticed his smile, but she
raised an arched eyebrow in Akers’ direction, figuring it paid to
be pleasant to good customers in a discreet way. Akers was a big
man, rawboned, all muscle and sinew, without any surplus fat. He
was about forty-five, in his prime, tolerably fast with a gun,
murder with his fists when he really got going, and respected
throughout the county as a lawman who got things done. When the
trail-herders hit town, he was waiting at the town limits with a
buckboard and a clerk and a pile of cardboard tags. As each man
made his way towards the beckoning delights of Big Springs, Akers
took the man’s gun, tagged it and told him he could collect it when
he left town and not before. Some argued, but never for
long.

Akers didn’t mind the cowpokes cutting
loose, helling and brawling; that was to be expected. But he
wouldn’t stand for any lead flying around from drunken trail hands,
or any hombre who figured he was a mean gun-wolf, either. If the
man was fast and deadly and Akers figured he could not take him on
a square-off, he didn’t hesitate to get himself a back-up of half a
dozen deputies with sawn-off shotguns before tackling the gunman.
He kept a clean, quiet town, and that was the way he liked it. It
was pleasant to pass the warm days just sitting on the porch this
way.

The peace didn’t last long that day. There
was a spiral of dust out along the western trail that had been
catching Akers’ attention from time to time and he had quietly
noted that it was moving fast, like a rider going lickety-split,
coming towards town. He had started reasoning right away, even
while he nodded and greeted passing townsfolk.

The railroad didn’t run that way, nor did
the stage line. There were maybe a half-dozen ranches scattered
through that wild country though. Could be a rider looking for help
for someone who was sick or had broken a leg, or busted his skull
... or maybe it was just some cowhand who had been paid off and
aimed to have a high and wild time in town before looking for more
work. Either way, Akers figured the peace of the day was over. He
stood slowly, hitched the single cartridge belt across his flat
belly, and walked to the edge of the porch, cheroot jammed in his
mouth, jutting aggressively as he tilted his hat back from his
eyes.

That rider was really travelling! Akers
noticed that some lounging townsfolk had spotted the dust cloud
now, clearly visible as the rider hit the flat stretch to town, and
he could even see the dark shape of horse and rider, merged as one,
beneath the rising yellow cloud. He squinted into the afternoon
sunlight, puffing slowly on the cheroot, blowing the smoke out of
the side of his mouth so as not to hamper his vision. He waited and
a small knot of townsfolk began to gather in the street in front of
the law office. Folk in this town had seen enough crises over the
years to get the feeling of another one rapidly building up. They
all turned to watch that rider and people along the street stopped
to stare as he clipped yards off the distance to the town’s
buildings by veering away from the trail-bend and cutting straight
across broken country. He charged through weed grown lots, leaped
his lathered mount over lumber for a half-built cabin and thundered
into Main.

“Injuns! Injuns!” he bawled as
he set the mount down the wide street, heading straight for the law
office. He was waving his hat wildly, standing in the stirrups now,
hauling back on the reins, skidding his mount to a stop in a
boiling cloud of dust and scattering the knot of people gathered
outside the law office. Someone leaped to grab the bridle, a
woven-grass hackamore without bit, and someone else helped the
panting man from the saddle as he quit with a wild leap,
trail-reddened eyes fixed on Akers’ tin star. Akers noted that the
saddle was of the old Texas design, the direct descendant of the
original California-Spanish rig ... a type he hadn’t seen since
before the Civil War. It was a saddle of bare essentials: no
skirting, carved wooden seat with a teacher insert and hide-covered
horn and the stirrups were wide, steam-bent wood, with leather
fenders above to protect the rider’s legs from thorns and brush. It
wasn’t the usual rig cowpokes wore in the type of country around
Big Springs and Akers noted all this swiftly, put it to the back of
his mind and helped the breathless rider onto the porch steps.
Someone produced a canteen of water and the man drank greedily,
spilling more than he swallowed. He staggered to his feet again,
hanging onto the awning post, staring at the sheriff.

“Never mind me …” he gulped.
“Get out there, sheriff! It’s—terrible! The little kids ...” He
shook his head, screwed up his face and covered his eyes with his
forearm, sobbing as he tried to control his emotion.

“Easy, feller,” Akers said in
his deep, calm voice. “Just gimme the facts ... What kids? Where?
How many Injuns? Okay? You got it?”

The man nodded, uncovered his face and
sniffed, aware of the tense audience and others running down the
street.

“The—the Forgetts ... Horn River
... must be a hundred Apaches ... Half of ’em on foot ... Some’ve
only got sticks and clubs ... Others ... guns, bows ...
Renegades—busted out of the reservation, I reckon ... Hit just
after sunup. I was ... lucky. Been on nighthawk. Heard some shots
... Rode back, easy-like ...” He stopped and shook his head again
as if trying to rid his inner vision of some terrible sight.
“The—kids had been—playin’ before breakfast, I guess ... Those red
devils ...” He choked again.

“Okay, mister, okay,” Akers
said, mouth tight and grim under his longhorn moustache. He spoke
to the distressed man but was looking at the men in the group
gathered in the street. “No need for details. We all know what
devils the Apaches are. You did right comin’ for help. And you’ll
get
it …
Right?”

He bawled this last, making
some of the townsfolk jump, but he got the response he wanted.
These frontiersmen knew the horror that the rider had left
undescribed only too well. They had terrible, gut-wrenching mental
pictures of what had taken place, was taking place at the Forgetts’ ranch. At some time
or another, they had all experienced it at first hand and a man had
to depend on his neighbors for help when he was pinned
down.

“The Forgetts puttin’ up a
fight?” Akers asked.

The man nodded, sagging down to the porch
steps again.

“Right. Most of us know the
trail to the Forgett place. You men, saddle and ride. All you need
is a gun and ammunition and a horse. If we have to trail the
devils, we’ll live off the land. Move!”

The crowd dispersed in a hurry, running in
various directions for their weapons and mounts, trailed by
concerned womenfolk. Akers hurried into his office, grabbed a
Winchester ’73 carbine from the wall rack and four boxes of
cartridges. He hurried back onto the porch where the rider had
sagged against the awning post, still trying to get his breath. His
mount was at the stone horse trough, drinking, heaving sides going
like a bellows. Akers automatically went to the mount and hauled it
away by brute strength, looping the reins around the hitch rail and
keeping it from bursting its stomach by too much
drinking.

“You look kind of bushed,” the
lawman said to the rider. “Played out. You best rest up here a
spell. Bunk in back of the office.”

The man protested, starting to get to his
feet, but sitting down hard again as his trembling legs gave way
under him.

“I—I want to come ... Soon’s
I’ve rested a spell, I’ll get me another horse and catch up
…”

“You take it easy. You’ve done
your part. The rest is up to us.”

Akers turned and ran towards the livery
stable where mounted townsmen were already gathering, looking grim
and determined, rifles at the ready. The whole town knew the
beautiful little Forgett girls with their straw-colored hair and
blue eyes and dazzling smiles ...

The man who had brought the news clung to
the awning post and watched as Akers came out of the livery on his
own mount and the band of men turned as one and rode out fast along
the western trail. He figured that Big Springs had responded to the
call magnificently: there were less than a dozen men left in town,
and they were oldsters.

It was late afternoon and
getting on
towards sundown when Akers’ posse saw the column of gray smoke
hanging in the sky behind a crooked line of hills. They had ridden
fast and hard and reined in now at a creek to allow their mounts to
drink before the final stretch.

Jed Lang, the Big Springs postal agent,
walked his mount over beside the sheriff. He was a lean,
introspective man, not given much to talking, a thinker.

“Lew, can’t help wonderin’ about
somethin’.”

Akers looked at him expectantly, knowing
Lang didn’t speak just to hear the sound of his own voice.

“That rider reckoned the Apaches
hit the ranch just after sunup. Took him till afternoon to get to
Big Springs. Yet we’ve only been ridin’ for just over three hours
and we’re just about in sight of Forgetts’.”

“Got another hour’s ride yet,
Jed,” Akers said, frowning. He was a slow thinker but he could see
Lang’s point. “Guess that feller had to take time to cover his
trail, or maybe dodge some of the braves.”

“He didn’t mention it. Just
wonderin’, Lew, that’s all.” He paused and looked the now worried
sheriff straight in the eyes. “Just realized too, that Big Springs
is undefended now.”

There were others gathering and this
raised a murmur and men pressed in closer. Akers sat stiff in the
saddle.

“Army’s out on the Brazos after
that war-party,” Lang continued remorselessly. “We saddled up and
quit hell-for-leather, without any questions ... Now, I reckon I
see most of the hombres who work the spreads around Big Springs,
from time to time. They come in for ranch mail or for deliveries
they’re expectin’. But I ain’t never seen that ranny before.” He
lifted a hand swiftly. “Which don’t mean much, maybe, ’cause he
could be a new hand, but it’s just somethin’ else worth
considerin’, I reckon.”

There were murmurs of agreement from the
others as alarm started to spread.

“Hold up! Hold up!” bawled Akers
and, when he had silence, continued, “We can’t afford to ignore a
man as played out as he was. There wouldn’t be a white settler left
on the frontier if we stopped to look at every angle and asked for
all the details. We got to take these things at face value. It’s
the only way we can survive out here.”

“How about our families
survivin’ back in town?” yelled one man and several others backed
him up.

“Damn you, Jed!” growled Akers
to the postal agent. “Why couldn’t you palaver with me on the
quiet!” Louder, he said, “Well, mebbe Jed’s got somethin’ and it’s
somethin’ else we can’t afford to ignore. So I’ll take half of you
on to the Forgetts’ with me, and the other half of you can ride
back to town and make sure everything’s all right. If it is ... Now
listen to this, damn it ... ! If it is, I want twenty men-from
amongst you to come straight back to Forgetts’, ride all night if
you have to. Get me?”

There were murmurings about who was going on
and who was going back and finally Akers had to nominate them by
name, dividing the posse into two groups, approximately even. Jed
Lang was to lead the half posse back to town.

“All right,” said the sheriff.
“We can’t waste any more time, none of us ... That smoke’s gettin’
thicker and the sun’s gettin’ lower. Adios.”

He turned his mount and motioned to the men
in his posse to follow, leading them across the creek and on into
the crooked line of hills. The townsmen watched them go, then
mounted up and headed back the other way, riding their horses
hard.

But they needn’t have exerted themselves.
There was no chance that they were going to reach Big Springs in
time to prevent what was already happening in the town.


Chapter Two

The Buckskin Men

 


 


 


 


 


It was only a half hour after the posse had
ridden out of town under Lew Akers, when the first of the buckskin
men appeared.

He came in from the north, forking a big
shaggy half-wild mustang and, if people had taken the trouble to
look, they would have seen that the man used a woven-grass
hackamore without a bit, and an old 1850-style Texas saddle with
wooden seat and leather leg guards, the same as the man who had
brought news of the Indian attack.

He wore a battered and weathered
Confederate campaign hat and his suit of buckskins was sewn
together with animal sinew in the old Indian and mountain man
tradition. He was tall in the saddle, bearded, though only in his
late twenties if anyone took the trouble to look at the eyes under
the shadowing hat brim. He had a wide-bladed Bowie knife in a
beaded and fringed sheath at his belt, and there was a brass-framed
Remington percussion revolver in .44 caliber thrust into a stiff
leather holster that was army pattern, but had had the flap crudely
hacked off. Across his saddle, he carried a heavy, brassbound,
full-stocked rifle with external side hammer and not many folk in
Big Springs would have recognized it as a Hawken rifle, long-time
favorite of the mountain men. A single-shot, percussion-ignited
hunting weapon, it had survived the cartridge era for awhile, but
had long since been relegated to museums and decorative deer horn
racks above frontier fireplaces. Even













































cover.jpg





tmp_21ec060353701ced962aa69131cac954_TezVPF_html_2a1b54f9.jpg
PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





tmp_21ec060353701ced962aa69131cac954_TezVPF_html_19d64c5c.jpg
KIRK HAMILTON

BANNERMAN
THE ENFORCER 19:

GAUNTLET






