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THE BANNERMAN WAY

 


 


Yancey Bannerman – wanted for murder!

Now he’s on the run, pursued not only by the
Texas Rangers but also by his fellow Enforcers … including Johnny
Cato.

But Yancey can’t afford to be caught. He’s
already in a desperate race against time as it is. Kate Dukes has
been kidnapped, and nobody knows for sure just why. For ransom? To
bring some kind of pressure to bear on his father, the Governor of
Texas? Or has she simply become the latest victim of a notorious
white slave ring operating out of El Paso?

Only one thing is certain. If anything
happens to Kate, Yancey Bannerman will bring down the entire weight
of hell on the trail-scum responsible.

That’s the Bannerman way.
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Chapter One – Dead Men in Frock-Coats

The insult had been carefully calculated so
that it was a strange mixture of insolence and apology. Yancey
Bannerman didn’t think about that part until later. His first
reaction was one of offence—on Kate Dukes’ behalf.

They were at the Golden Slipper Playhouse in
Austin, on Confederate Street, not far from the park. The
performance was Shakespeare’s ‘Tempest’, supposedly presented by an
English company, but Yancey was pretty damned sure he could detect
thinly-disguised Yankee accents there. But it was always a
draw-card if a theater advertised that the performance was by
imported talent; the promoters figured the ignorant locals wouldn’t
know the difference anyway.

All that aside, the play was quite good and
Yancey and Kate had enjoyed the first act and the stage props which
someone had gone to a lot of trouble to make look authentic.
Uncomfortable in full broadcloth suit, black ribbon tie with vest
buttoned tightly over frill-fronted shirt, Yancey was glad of the
break and he and Kate stood with other chattering theatergoers in
the foyer for a few minutes before Yancey suggested they go into
the bar for a drink.

Kate, tallish for a woman and looking
resplendent and very beautiful in maroon velvet dress with puffed
sleeves and a white blouse showing above the bodice, strained to
see over the heads of men already in the bar with their
womenfolk.

“It’s kind of crowded, Yancey. There’ll be
another interval.”

“Be really packed by that time,” the tall man
explained, and he grinned as he took her elbow. “Most of these
folk’ll be needing some fortification by then to see them through
the last act. I reckon we should try now. Might even pick up a
small hip flask.”

Kate laughed. “It’s not that bad!”

Yancey smiled. “No. I’ve seen it before but
this is quite a good—Hey! Watch where you’re going, amigo!”

He broke off as Kate was jostled roughly by a
man in a gray frock-coat. His face was rough-looking and there was
dirt ingrained in the creases of his leathery face. His hair was
plastered flat against his bullet head with some cheap pomade and
Yancey noticed that the string tie was loosened, his collar stud
open. A line of dirt showed on the white collar edge. The man
stepped back and looked from Yancey to Kate. She was straightening
her dress which had been knocked askew by the man’s rough
passage.

“I’m waiting to hear an apology, amigo,”
Yancey said evenly.

Kate put a hand on his arm, seeing the
hardness in her tall escort’s eyes, not wanting to spoil what
promised to be a good evening. “Yancey, it’s all right. It was an
accident, I’m sure.”

Other folk were staring now; two men and two
cheap-looking women close by, one in a very low-cut emerald green
gown that showed freckles on her upper chest. Others beyond them
were also looking, showing frowns of disapproval at the prospect of
a scene.

But the man with the pomaded hair glanced
from Yancey to Kate and bowed slightly from the waist.

“I’m sorry, Stretch, but you were kinda
blockin’ the goddamn doorway.”

A hush spread rapidly through the foyer as
folk realized these could well be fighting words. But it was being
left up to Yancey and he knew it. There was an apology of sorts
there, but there was further insult, too, both in the way the man
had called Kate ‘Stretch’ and in the cussword.

Folk began to move back and the girl in the
emerald green dress turned to her companion and their escorts and
shoved them back hurriedly, making room in case there was
trouble.

Kate’s grip tightened on Yancey’s arm but he
didn’t look at her. His eyes were slitted as he looked into the
insolent face of the man with the pomaded hair.

“Suit you—amigo?” the man asked, curling his
lip, deliberately provoking.

“Not by a damn sight,” Yancey said quietly,
lifting Kate’s hand from his arm, still looking at the man. “Now,
friend, this time you either make a full and proper apology, or you
and me’ll have to step outside into the alley.”

“Yancey, it doesn’t matter!” Kate hissed.

“The hell it doesn’t,” Yancey said. He wasn’t
a man to take offence easily, but there had been something right
off about this incident that had thrown him on the alert. The
jostling had been very rough, more than was necessary. The
‘apology’ had really been a further insult. It was almost as if
this man who seemed so out of place in a frock-coat and the theater
foyer itself, was deliberately prodding Yancey into a fight. He had
never seen the man before, but, in his job as chief Enforcer for
Governor Dukes, Kate’s father, he made many enemies and this could
be a set-up of some kind. It put him on his guard right away and he
figured that maybe he had walked right into the trap by offering to
go outside into the alley with this hombre.

The man gave Yancey a crooked grin now.
‘S’posin’ I told you to go to hell, Bannerman?”

Yancey stiffened. The man knew him; it
smelled very strongly of a set-up now. He thrust Kate aside and
back swiftly, the movement opening his coat to reveal the
Peacemaker in the tied-down holster. The man with the pomaded hair
stepped hurriedly back, maybe figuring that Yancey was going for
his gun. He paled but reached clumsily in under his coat and
started to bring out a short-barreled Sheriff’s Model Colt. Women
screamed and there was a wild scatter in the foyer as folk shoved
and jostled to get out of the way.

Yancey pushed Kate roughly and his right hand
drove down for the Colt, brought it up, blazing. The man with the
slicked-down hair was flung backwards by the impact of the lead
into the edge of the still scattering and yelling crowd. There was
another gunshot and Yancey dropped to one knee, spinning and aiming
his gun towards the stairs, feeling the bullet fan past his cheek.
His lead chewed splinters from the stair rail and he saw two men in
frock-coats lifting guns towards him. He threw himself sideways,
firing at the same time as they did. One man was lifted off his
feet and was flung half across the stair rail and began to slide
down, blood dribbling down the uprights as he passed over them. The
second man triggered again and started to run back up the stairs.
Yancey leapt to his feet, thrust milling folk aside, and started up
the stairs with long strides, other theater-goers cringing away
from him and the smoking gun in his fist, the gunman turned and
fired wildly and Yancey heard someone yell that they were hit and
figured it couldn’t be too bad if he was able to bellow like that.
He snapped a shot as the man ducked back into the passage at the
top. Lead tore jagged slivers from the gilded woodwork. He reached
the top of the stairs, threw himself headlong into the passage and
two shots passed over his head. If he had charged around upright,
he would have been hit. He slid along the carpet, bunching it up on
the polished floor beneath him, gun hand thrust out in front, Colt
blazing.

The gunman snapped two more shots at Yancey
and ducked through the door into the upstairs part of the theater
proper. The Enforcer paused to reload and dived for the door,
flattening himself against the wall beside it momentarily before
lifting a boot and kicking it open. He dodged back as a gun roared
and a fist-sized hole was punched in the wooden door panel.

He went in, crouching, saw his man running
between rows of seats, maybe a dozen rows above. The man snapped a
shot at Yancey and the lead thudded into one of the plush-lined
seats beside him. He crouched lower, fired, missed, then the man
straightened and held his gun out in front of him in both hands,
firing four fast shots. Simultaneously, with the last shot, Yancey
triggered and the man lurched, his gun flying from his hands.
Clawing at his right side, doubled over, the gunman staggered as
Yancey ran up the aisle calling on him to give up. The gunman
ignored him and suddenly turned and leapt down the narrow aisle at
the far end of the row. Yancey ducked into the nearest row and
stumbled along, dodging seats as the killer lurched and staggered
in a headlong flight down the outside aisle. Yancey leapt down
after him and saw that the man wasn’t going to be able to stop when
he reached the low, decorated balcony rail at the end of the aisle.
The man’s momentum carried him right up against the low rail and he
teetered, arms flailing wildly, before toppling over. He screamed
but it was a short yell and was swiftly followed by a dull,
crashing thud from the theater below.

When Yancey looked over the edge, he saw the
man spread-eagled amongst several demolished seats, his neck and
one leg twisted at an impossible angle.

The Enforcer sighed and punched out the empty
shells in his Peacemaker as he made his way back towards the door
and the passage outside where folk were gathering. They stared at
him as he pushed through them and started back down the stairs. He
slowed his pace as he saw the town marshal, Lew Costin, a man he
and his sidekick, Johnny Cato, had had much trouble with in the
past, bending over the dead man hanging over the stair rails. There
was a small space in the crowd near the bar entrance, too, and he
figured that the man with the pomaded hair who had started it all
was lying there. He didn’t see Kate in the crowd but then Costin
was coming towards him, grim-faced, right hand on his gun butt,
left hand held out towards Yancey.

“I’ll take that gun, Bannerman!” the lawman
snapped.

Yancey gave him a cold look. “Reckon not,” he
said and deliberately replaced the Peacemaker in his holster.

Costin flushed and started to speak but
stopped when someone pushed through the crowd and Yancey felt a
measure of relief when he spotted his fellow Enforcer, Johnny Cato,
coming through. He was only five feet eight, about a hundred and
sixty pounds, but the crowd opened out for this man in the plain
street clothes with the massive gun in the bulbous holster strapped
to his right thigh. This was the famous Manstopper gun, of Cato’s
own design and construction, that fired eight .45 caliber
cartridges and a twelve gauge shot shell from a special under slung
barrel. He glanced at Yancey and gave him a brief wink, then looked
at Costin.

“There’s another dead’un inside the theater
for you, Lew. Fell off the balcony, looks like.” He looked
quizzically at Yancey who nodded slightly.

“Weighed down by Bannerman’s lead, shouldn’t
wonder!” the marshal snapped. “What the hell you think you were
doin’, Bannerman? Startin’ a gunfight in a crowded foyer that
way!”

“I didn’t start it,” Yancey said, but he was
talking to Cato, more or less ignoring the angry lawman. “Hombre
near the bar door insulted Kate. I demanded an apology and he made
it worse.”

“You went for your gun first!” Costin
snapped. “I’ve got witnesses.”

Yancey turned his cold gaze to the man.
“Might’ve looked that way. I was pushing Kate out of the way when I
figured there was gonna be trouble. My sleeve pushed my coat back
and it could’ve looked like I was reaching for my Colt. But it
wouldn’t’ve made any difference.”

“What’re you sayin’?” Costin demanded,
frowning.

Yancey looked at Cato again. “It was a
set-up. They wanted to get me. One did the insulting, and I even
offered to go outside into the alley with him. But it never got
that far. I reckon the other two would’ve slipped out ahead of us
and been waiting if it had. But the other hombre panicked, thought
I was dragging iron, and pulled a Sheriff’s Model Colt on me. I
nailed him and then the other two started shooting from the
stairs.”

“Know any of ’em?” Cato asked.

Yancey shook his head. “Not that I could
tell. Didn’t have a helluva lot of time to look at their
faces.”

“You must be plumb loco!” Costin interrupted.
“Startin’ a gunfight in a place like this! Hell, as it is one of
the storeowners from over on The Plaza was hit.”

“Bad?”

“We-ell—no. It sort of scratched his arm,
ripped up his suit some. But he’s okay. Which ain’t the point! A
dozen folk could’ve been killed because of you, Bannerman!”

Yancey held his gaze steadily, then nodded
slowly. “Guess you’re right, Lew. But it wasn’t my doing, like I
say. Someone set me up. That hombre who traded insults with me sure
didn’t look at home in a frock-coat; nor did his pards, come to
think of it. They must’ve known I was coming here and fixed
it.”

“Guess a man like you makes a lot of enemies
at that,” Costin conceded grudgingly. “But this is one helluva
mess! There’ll be all kinds of repercussions, Bannerman. Right up
to the governor himself!”

“Just remember it was his daughter who was
insulted in the first place,” Cato pointed out. “They involved her
and Yancey did the right thing in standin’ up for her, can’t deny
that, Lew.” Cato turned to Yancey. “Where is Kate by the by?”

Yancey shrugged, looked out over the heads of
the crowd. “Left her somewhere near the bar entrance.” He raised
his voice. “Kate! Can you come up here?”

The crowd murmured and heads turned and
Yancey raised on tip-toe, frowning a little as there was no
expected movement in the crowd gathered around the bar entrance. He
could not see Kate’s distinctive maroon velvet dress or her
coiffure with the tortoise-shell comb in it, one he had brought her
back from Mexico.

They waited but there was no Kate
forthcoming. Cato arched his eyebrows and Yancey, still frowning,
spoke slowly.

“Guess she could’ve gone on home. It was kind
of embarrassing for her.” He raised his voice again. “Anyone see
Miss Dukes leave?”

No one had, but that wasn’t surprising, with
the shooting going on and everyone scattering for cover, concerned
only for their own safety. And that thought brought Yancey up
short. Everyone concerned for themselves; no one taking any notice
of anyone else, except those involved in the shooting.

He spun towards Cato abruptly. “Johnny—we
drove here from the Mansion in Kate’s own surrey. Go see if it’s
still in the lot beside the theater, would you?”

Cato frowned, more at Yancey’s urgent tone
than his words. “Sure, Yance—what you thinkin’?”

“Check to see if the surrey’s there!” Yancey
snapped, then he moved back up the staircase and turned swiftly,
leaning on the bullet-pocked rail, looking out over the heads of
the crowd below him in the foyer as Cato made his way out. He ran
his gaze slowly over the puzzled, murmuring people, his face hard
and grim. Costin walked up beside him.

“What the hell’s goin’ on, Bannerman? What’re
you doin’ now?”

Yancey ignored the lawman, still staring down
into the crowd, eyes roving over the men and women down there, his
hands gripping the rails tightly, knuckles showing white against
the tanned skin.

“Hell, what’re you lookin’ for?” Costin
demanded irritably. “Don’t you think she’d come up here if she was
down there, when you called?”

Yancey set his bleak gaze on the man’s face.
“She’s not down there, Lew, I know that. Thing is, neither are some
other folk I figured were a mite out of place here in the theater,
but never thought it important at the time. Now, I’m not so sure
that …” He broke off as Cato appeared at the entrance to the foyer
and waved to catch Yancey’s attention.

“Surrey’s still there, Yance!” Cato
called.

The foyer fell silent and all eyes turned
towards Yancey.

“Don’t mean anythin’,” Lew Costin said. “She
was likely so upset by you goin’ off in your usual hair-trigger
way, that she just ran out into the street and forgot all about her
surrey. She’s likely walking home to Capitol Hill now.”

“I hope you’re right, Lew,” Yancey said
starting down the stairs with heavy tread.

“Hold up, Bannerman!” Costin growled, putting
out a hand and grabbing Yancey’s arm. “Don’t think you’re goin’
anywhere yet. I’ve got to get all the details of this and I want a
full statement from you and other folk who might’ve witnessed
...”

“Later, Lew, later,” Yancey said and pulled
free without effort, continuing on down the stairs. The lawman
swore and hurried after him.

“Damn it, Yancey, I got my job to do!”

“Then do it. You got maybe a hundred folk
here in the theater right now who can tell you their versions of
what happened. Start takin’ their statements. Ought to keep you
busy right into next week.”

Costin stopped as they reached the foot of
the stairs and Yancey pushed past the distraught theater owner who
was babbling something about compensation from the governor. But
the big Enforcer ignored him and the crowd opened out for Yancey as
he strode towards the door where Cato waited. They stepped outside
onto the theater steps into the cool fall night.

“What’re you thinkin’ now, Yance?” Cato asked
quietly. Yancey looked at his sidekick and there was a look in his
eyes Cato had never seen there before; a sort of mixture of guilt
and worry and—fear. Maybe that was a mite strong; ‘apprehension’
might be a better word, though the way Yancey felt about Kate,
maybe he had been right the first time, Cato thought silently.

“I figured they were setting me up, Johnny,”
Yancey told him quietly. “It sure looked like it. Three of ’em in
the foyer, all obviously out of place in a theater and even in
frock-coats and suits. I figure it just had to be a set-up to nail
me for something.”

Yancey looked up the street and across the
plaza towards the dark bulk of the governor’s mansion sitting atop
Capitol Hill. He sighed heavily.

“I sure hope we find her at home.”

Cato frowned. “You think maybe she’s not ...”
He broke off abruptly. “Hell almighty! You think it was all a
diversion?”

Yancey nodded slowly. “Sure. I was s’posed to
call that hombre outside into the alley where the three of ’em
likely would’ve jumped me. Maybe they’d have killed me, maybe not;
it don’t matter. Way I see it, main thing was to separate me and
Kate. While I was busy with those three hombres, someone else
grabbed Kate.”

Cato frowned. “Abducted her?”

Yancey nodded. “That’s what I’m afraid of,
Johnny.”

“Aw, hell, Yancey, let’s not go off
half-cocked. Wait’ll we check first before we start thinkin’ them
sort of things.” He snapped his fingers abruptly. “Anyway, if what
you figure is right, wouldn’t the two hombres you chased up the
stairs have been waiting to grab her while the other feller went
out into the alley with you?”

For a brief moment, there was a flare of hope
in Yancey’s face. “Could be—then when it got to shooting, which
they likely weren’t expecting, they joined in, hoping to protect
their pard. It got out of hand, maybe.” Then he abruptly shook his
head. “Somehow I reckon those two hombres were there as back-up for
the feller who did the insulting, Johnny. There were some other
folk nearby who looked out of place there and I figure maybe it was
their job to take care of Kate while the others handled me.”

Cato scrubbed a hand across his jaw. “Well,
pard, only way we’re gonna be sure, is to check first and see if
she’s made her own way home.”

Yancey’s jaw jutted determinedly as he
nodded. He started down the steps and moved towards the lot where
Kate’s surrey was parked.

He would know one way or another in the next
quarter hour, he figured, a cold, hard knot forming in his
belly.
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