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When a man plays both ends
against the middle, there’s always the chance the deal might just
blow up in his face. But the man who figured to turn outlaw leader
Lincoln Rand in for a new identity, a ranch all paid-for and a
lifetime free from prosecution himself, wasn’t worried about
that.

Too bad. He should have
allowed for Rand’s powerful reach … even from behind the bars of a
tough Texas jail.

Because even as Rand awaited
the hangman’s rope, his ruthless friends on the outside were aiming
to silence the informer before he could testify, and only one man
stood between them – the governor’s top Enforcer, Yancey
Bannerman.

But Yancey was at a
disadvantage. He played by the rules; Rand’s men didn’t.

And they were going to try
every dirty trick in the book to save their boss … and settle with
the man whose word could easily send him to the gallows!
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Chapter One – The Raid

The guard walking along the top of the
nine-foot adobe wall never knew what hit him. One moment he was
pacing out his patrol between the wire strung on each side of the
wall, the next a noose dropped over his head and yanked tight about
his throat. He made no sound as he was pulled violently over
the

barbed strands and out into space.

His body thudded soddenly on the harsh rocky
ground at the base of the rancho wall. Two men moved out of the
darkness and one knelt beside the guard, taking off the rope. He
pushed the man’s head and it lolled loosely.

“Busted neck,” whispered
Johnny Cato, standing.

“Suits us,” Yancey
Bannerman answered.

He glanced at the distant cordilleras,
their serrated peaks just visible against a diluted silver
glow.

“Moon’s comin’. No time to
waste.”

Both men, ‘Enforcers’ for Lester Dukes, the
governor of Texas, had their rifles slung over their backs on
leather slings. They wore boots with specially made leather soles
that had been deeply grooved for climbing.

Cato coiled the rope and shook out a small
noose again. Both men seemed to be waiting for something.

A coyote howled mournfully.

Cato looked at Yancey and held up one
finger.

An owl hooted from down at the far end of
the rancho’s high wall.

Cato held up two fingers.

They waited. There came two more signals—the
screech of some nameless night bird followed swiftly by the
stricken croaking of a bullfrog, from the small waterhole under the
scraggy vegetation just outside the southern corner of the
wall.

“That’s all of ’em,” Cato said.
“Now we go over the wall and into the grounds, right? How many
guards did that greaser say there’d be, Yance?”

“Just ‘many’—which could
be anythin’ from three to three dozen.”

“Better not be three dozen. Damn
meetin’ll be finished before we can bust it up if there
is.”

Yancey gestured to the rope in the smaller
man’s hands and Cato stepped back so that he could see the top edge
of the adobe wall against the stars. The barbed wire strands were
strung between iron rods. Cato shook out his rope’s loop a little
more, gauged the distance and sent the stiff loop sailing up
towards one of the iron stanchions. The rope dropped neatly over
the rod and Cato deftly pulled the loop tight. The stanchion didn’t
move and Yancey nodded to him to start climbing.

Cato’s boots scrabbled against the roughened
adobe as he practically walked up the sheer wall until he was able
to grab the base of the iron stanchion. He pulled himself up and
stepped over the top strand of barbed wire onto the flat top of the
wall which was about a yard wide. He crouched, the big gun at his
hip suddenly sliding into his hand as he looked around.

There was movement in several places. At the
southern corner, he saw Cleve Shawn heave himself up and over the
barbed wire as he had done, throwing himself flat onto the wall
top.

On the eastern wall, just silhouetted
briefly against the moon glow that outlined the cordilleras, he
caught sight of Frank Perry sliding between the upper and lower
strands of wire. On an adjoining wall, he saw Ollie Shubridge and
Mitch Denton clamber to the top.

All the men froze, pressing flat to the
adobe. Below, Yancey Bannerman flattened himself into the shadow,
Colt in hand. Then he felt a tug on the rope. It was Cato’s signal
to climb.

He was about halfway up, when the iron
stanchion started to bend outwards under his
two-hundred-pounds-plus weight.

He felt himself dropping, the rope arching
out from the top of the wall. He lost two or three feet as the iron
rod bent relentlessly. The wires strained and he could hear them
creaking. One by one the twisted strands started to snap.

He hung there, almost straight out from the
wall, not close enough in to get purchase with his boots, and
unwilling to risk throwing more of his weight onto the bent rod.
There was only one thing to do: he let his boots swing down and
simultaneously released his hold on the rope. He landed, sprawling,
on all fours, the breath gusting out of him. Looking up, he saw
Cato leaning out, working on the rope, loosening the noose and
sliding it down the bent stanchion to the base; it could not bend
there.

“Right, Yance,” Cato
hissed. “No, wait! Someone’s comin’.”

Yancey rolled in close to the base of the
wall, his Frontier Colt in his hand. He knelt there, looking up at
the wall, listening.

The five Enforcers on the adobe wall lay
flat, guns in hands as a guard came out of a clump of lemon trees
in the big ranch yard below.

On the southern wall, Cleve Shawn rose, one
hand above his head. There was a faint glint of metal, a streak of
light and then a small thud swiftly followed by a grunting,
gurgling sound and a clatter. The guard stumbled out of the shadows
and dropped his rifle. He sprawled forward, clawing wildly in his
attempts to reach the knife quivering between his shoulders. Then
he was still.

Cato wasted no time in calling quietly to
Yancey below.

“Come on up, Yance. It’s
taken care of.”

This time there was more support for the
rope straining under his weight and he went up fast, threw himself
onto the top of the wall and sprawled beside Cato. He looked down
and saw the knifed guard.

“Cleve,” Cato told him
briefly. “Place must be crawlin’ with guards, Yance, all the way
between here and the house.”

Yancey nodded.

“We’ll have to get to the
house before moonrise. And we’ve lost some time.”

Yancey drew up the rope and dropped it on
the inside of the wall. He put a hand to his mouth and whistled
softly. In a few minutes, the other Enforcers were sliding down
their ropes into the rancho grounds. Cato went first, followed
swiftly by Yancey. They met at the edge of the lemon grove and
unslung their rifles. Cleve Shawn went to the dead guard and
retrieved his throwing knife, wiping the blade casually on the
man’s vest before sliding it back into its sheath just behind his
neck.

“Move in on the house, but
no shootin’ till we get into position,” Yancey said. “It’s
important that we all go in together.”

Yancey glanced at his men.

“Luck, fellers. Just one
thing—no quarter. We take the big boys alive if we can, specially
Lincoln Rand, but we don’t risk our necks doin’ it. If they want to
trade lead, gun ’em down. I’ll take the responsibility.”

They dispersed quietly through the lemon
grove. Yancey dodged from tree to tree, then swung suddenly to the
left as a dry twig cracked. Then he saw a guard padding through the
grove. He started to turn in Yancey’s direction and the Enforcer
lunged forward with the rifle thrust out in front of him. The
muzzle took the guard just under the breastbone, in the soft arch
of the solar plexus. There was only a faint, strangled gag as the
man doubled over. Yancey swiftly brought the brass butt plate of
the rifle crashing upwards against his jaw; he heard the bone break
as the man was lifted clear off his feet. He collapsed without a
sound.

Yancey knelt swiftly and picked up the
man’s sawn-off shotgun. He slung his rifle over his shoulder, broke
open the shotgun and saw that it was loaded for bear; the
cartridges charged with buckshot. It would be a fine weapon for
close work.

To his right, Cato pulled himself up into
the branches of a spreading elm, hanging there as a guard
approached. As the man passed beneath, Cato dropped on him like a
stone and booted him in the face. He heard his neck snap
distinctly. Cato then padded on through the shadows, his Manstopper
in his hand, a rifle slung across his shoulders again.

Frank Parry, tall and lean, deceptively
rangy, but much more powerful than he looked, fought silently for
his life with a guard who had jumped him on the edge of the grove.
The man had a stranglehold on him from behind and Parry threw
himself backwards, hooking one leg behind and knocking the man’s
feet from under him. They fell heavily, both grunting. The
stranglehold relaxed and Parry grabbed the guard’s left hand,
twisted savagely as he wrenched his body around, and ran forward,
pushing the man’s arm up behind him. The guard started to yell and
Parry’s right hand clamped over his mouth as he snapped the arm and
dislocated the shoulder. He felt the man jerk convulsively and he
clubbed him behind the neck as he let him fall. He rolled the
guard’s unconscious form under a bush and, as he straightened, a
second man loomed up out of the darkness and he caught the sheen of
metal and heard the air-whip as a deadly machete blade sliced down
at him.

Parry threw himself nimbly aside,
somersaulting and springing up onto his feet solidly as the guard
stumbled forward, off-balance from his blow. Parry kicked him hard
in the ribs and the man went down with an agonized cry, leaning
over to one side. He tried to bring up the machete but Parry drove
a knee into his face and crushed his boot onto his neck. The guard
writhed briefly and was still.

Panting, Parry picked up his weapons and ran
towards the big, sprawling ranch house. Lights were on all over the
ground floor.

Ollie Shubridge found his guard only a yard
in front of him as he moved silently through the outskirts of the
lemon grove. He stopped abruptly as the man seemed to rise up out
of the ground ahead of him. But the guard was facing away from him
and bringing his rifle up to his shoulder. Shubridge looked past
the man’s shoulders and saw Mitch Denton just going over the
rise.

Shubridge drove his rifle butt violently
into the man’s kidney region and he went down writhing. Shubridge
swung his rifle and the heavy butt cracked the man’s skull.

Denton moved silently down the far slope,
made his way down to the guard below and dropped the leather rifle
sling over the man’s head. He yanked back hard and the leather
strap bit across the man’s throat. Denton rammed his knee against
the man’s spine, tightened his grip on the rifle and twisted it. He
was dead in a matter of seconds and Denton flipped the sling off
him, rolled him behind the rock with his rifle, and then ran at a
crouching run down towards the lighted house— wondering if the
others were in position.

Inside the house, there were about a dozen
men in the big, lamp-lit room, gathered around a long, polished
table over the remains of a sumptuous meal. They were mainly
dressed in broadcloth suits and they smoked long Havana cigars.

At the head of the table, in a carved,
high-backed chair, lined with plush red velvet, sat Lincoln Rand, a
well-fed, ruddy-faced man in his fifties.

On his right, sat his son Ben, a man in
his mid-twenties. Across from Ben sat a dark, lantern-jawed man
with long side-levers. His right hand rested lightly on the table
edge—from where, in an instant, he could drop it to the polished
walnut butt of the nickel-framed Remington .44 revolver in the
low-slung holster on his thigh. He was Emmett Neale, Rand’s top
gun, and one of the deadliest gunfighters ever to walk the
West.

These three seemed to dominate the meeting
with the other men seated at the table. Lincoln Rand had the rapt
attention of the others as he finished outlining a plan that would
amalgamate all those present. He glanced at Ben.

“Get Larry Strett in
here.”

Ben left the room and returned a few minutes
later with a man about his own age. He wore a small pistol in a
shoulder holster beneath his coat.

Some of you know Larry,” Rand Senior said.
“He’s my top man. Larry’s pulled me out of many a hole in the past
and I daresay he’ll pull me out of many more in the future. He’s a
qualified attorney-at-law, so he knows what’s possible and what’s
not. He don’t altogether like the scheme I’m proposin’, but he sees
the potential and, like always, givin’ it his best. That right,
Larry?”

Strett smiled and nodded, taking some
papers from his valise. “All I’ve got, Linc.”

He glanced around the table at the hard,
unsmiling faces.

“I owe Lincoln Rand
plenty. He got me out of trouble once, kept my neck from being
stretched—and I won’t ever forget it. So he gets everything I’ve
got to offer.”

He shuffled his papers.

“Now, gents, as to
this—amalgamation—proposed by the Rands, Senior and Junior, I’ve
drawn up contracts that spell out how the loot’s to be divided up
and what each of you is expected to contribute by way of manpower
and facilities at any given time. It’s all in plain language, no
lawyer gobbledygook, so you’ll savvy it all right.”

He handed some papers to Ben who proceeded
to pass them out to the outlaw leaders.

“Linc said I don’t fully approve
of his plans, so I have to tell you that he aims to assassinate the
governors of three border states.”

He paused as a ripple of surprised
exclamations flowed around the table. The outlaw leaders snapped up
their heads, looking from Strett to Lincoln Rand. The big man
smiled with his thick lips.

“That’s right—I aim to kill the
governors of Texas, New Mexico and Louisiana,” he said easily.
“I’ve got men who can move into their places where I can have a say
about what goes on in them three states—which means along the full
length of the border with Mexico. Now, anyone here dumb enough not
to see the potential of such a set-up had best move out right now
because there ain’t no place for him in the organization I aim to
build up.”

He looked around the table slowly, pinning
each man with his brutal gaze, coming back, finally, to Larry
Strett, and nodding curtly.

“Spell it out for ’em, Larry.
Let ’em see just how powerful we’re gonna be—”

He broke off abruptly at the sound of
shattering glass and splintering wood, followed swiftly by wild
yells and gunfire.

The men kicked over chairs as they leapt to
their feet, their hands streaking for their guns. Larry Strett
reached for his shoulder gun but Emmett Neale already had his
Remington in his hand as he grabbed Lincoln Rand and thrust the man
behind him, protecting him as he faced the door. Ben Rand whipped
out his Colt and ran for the big, polished double doors.

“Stay put, Ben,” Emmett
Neale yelled as the doors smashed open and Yancey Bannerman led the
Enforcers into the big room.

Ben fired from the hip and his lead
clipped Yancey’s hat brim. Yancey fired instinctively and young Ben
Rand’s broken body was lifted into the air by the charge of
buckshot and flung back onto the table, where it skidded down the
polished surface, scattering glasses and dishes.

Lincoln Rand paled and called his son’s name
but his voice was drowned in the thunder of gunfire filling the
room. Neale snapped a shot at Yancey who fired the second barrel of
the sawn-off and cut down a man who was leaping for the big double
window hidden behind the velvet drapes. The buckshot drove the
man’s body through the glass.

Larry Strett dived under the table and
winced as lead chewed splinters from the wood just above his
head.

Neale dragged Lincoln Rand back towards the
shattered window but the big outlaw was fighting to get to his
son’s body, oblivious of everything else.

Yancey hurled the empty shotgun at an
outlaw and dived for
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