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“Buchanan, we all know about
that little gun in your belt buckle. Put your hands behind your
head.”

The crowd had come to see
Buchanan’s buddy, Coco Bean, fight in the ring.

The Cutler gang, however,
wasn’t interested in the odds, only the take, which they planned to
steal.

About the only thing
standing between the Cutlers and all that money was Buchanan. And
what they wanted almost as much as the money was to see Buchanan
dead.

So they baited the trap with
his lusty lady friend, Madeline Velvet—and waited for
Buchanan...
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Chapter One

 


Buchanan sat at a table
in the Cheyenne
Cattlemen’s Club and looked at the draft for a thousand dollars
which the stout man had placed before him.

He said, “I’m not truly Coco Bean’s
manager. I’m his friend and I work with him sometimes when he’s in
trainin’. But the money, that’s his.”

The stout
man’s name
was Charlie Emory, known as Happy Charlie, promoter, broker,
all-around operator, a man who exuded prosperity and jollity. He
pushed the crisp piece of paper toward Coco and said, “Cash it
before the train leaves for Denver. Make sure I’m on the level. In
a few minutes you’ll be meetin’ royalty. Ain’t that
somethin’?”

Coco looked at Tom, waited. He was
over six feet, his skin was ebony, his face round and displaying
little evidence of his long career in the prize ring. He was the
undefeated black champion of the world. One gnarled fist touched
the paper.

“What
you think, Tom?”

Buchanan leaned back. Sitting
down, he towered over every other man in the room. He was six feet
four, his shoulders were axe-handle wide. He had sandy hair and
freckles. His green eyes were veiled at the moment, estimating the
promoter. He asked, “You guaranteeing that Dan Ford will fight Coco
in Denver?”

“Dan
Ford beat Joe Goss. Now he’s havin’ trouble gettin’ Paddy Ryan to
meet him for the title. He needs money. We got the money. He’s on a
train from New York to Denver right now.” Emory gestured with a fat
cigar. He wore a diamond on his ring finger. His coat was of
broadcloth, his striped trousers were sharply creased. He wore
polished city boots and a corded gray vest. He was no more than
forty but he was going bald. He smelled of a fancy barber
shop.

Buchanan said,
“We been huntin’
and fishin’ Wyoming for some time. Just found out Hayes is
president.” He flicked a newspaper with his finger. “Just heard
about the Cutler cousins playin’ Jesse James around the country.
Thought we’d have some fun in Frisco for awhile. It’s up to Coco.
If he wants to go into trainin’ and do all that work—well, it’s up
to him.”

Coco said, “Fightin’s my business. Never
did hear of so much money for a bout.”

“Ten
thousand dollars, win, lose, or draw,” said Emory. “Ten for each
man, you bein’ the western champion, him the foremost eastern
challenger.”

“Paddy Ryan won’t fight Coco. No
white champion will fight him.”

“That’s a good reason for you to take the money and go
against Ford.”

Buchanan thought of the side
bets. He’d
spent a lot of money in the past six months. He was never without
funds but his Scottish ancestry made him conscious of the
uncertainty of life for a frontiersman with no profession. He had
been up and down the West since he was a boy, he knew all the
dangers. He had been through bank failures and disastrous ventures
in mining and ranching.

“It’s
up to Coco.”

The black fighter picked up the
draft. “If
this here is good we’ll be on the train.”

“The
parlor car,” said Emory airily. “Sleeps a dozen people. Special to
them that can afford it.” He looked at the door to the club, stood
up, expanding. “So, here comes the duke now.”

A tall, thin man was making an
entrance. At his heels, a burly individual and two women followed.
The dozen denizens of the Cheyenne Club stared, choked on their
drinks. Several arose in high indignation.

A rancher said loudly,
“Hey, there. No
women allowed!”

The group stopped dead, their chins
lifted. They were all blue-eyed and blond. One of the women was
plain but her bearing was regal. The other woman was rosy-cheeked,
with her yellow hair pulled back in a knot, atop which perched a
perky small hat. They wore riding clothes of a foreign cut, narrow
polished boots. Buchanan came to his feet, trying to restrain
himself from gazing at the younger woman.

Emory bustled forward in such
haste that he tipped over his chair. “Gentlemen, gentlemen, please. These are
distinguished visitors from our friends across the sea. This
is—”

A rough voice cut him
off. “No
whores allowed this side of the tracks.”

Emory gasped.
“This is the Duke
...”

Two men surged forward.
Buchanan recognized Harve Jepson, one of the wealthy ranch owners
of the countryside. With him was his foreman, another husky
six-footer called Highpockets. “And who the hell are you, anyway, fat
man?”

Buchanan said mildly, “Name of
Emory. Guest of mine.”

Jepson swiveled and stared at
Buchanan. “You ain’t from here. I know you, Buchanan. This here’s a
private club. You’re out of order.”

“Nice
place you got here, too,” said Buchanan. He looked around at the
walls, the antler heads, the mirror stretching the length of the
bar, the crystal chandelier, the hand-crafted tables and chairs.
“Real nice.”

“You
damn right, and we mean to keep it thataway.” Jepson had an
unnaturally loud voice and a menacing manner. Several of the others
present formed behind him.

“Uh-huh,” said Buchanan. “Trouble is, you don’t recognize
ladies when you see them.”

“I
don’t know these dudes and I ain’t got any wish to know ’em. They
can’t come in this club.”

Buchanan took a slow step
forward. Emory was waving his arms, muttering, “The Duke and the Duchess …”
Coco moved to stand slightly behind Buchanan. The newly arrived
party seemed frozen in the doorway.

“They
shouldn’t stay in this club. They’ve been insulted. Before they
leave, an apology is strictly in order.”

“Apologize? You crazy or something, Buchanan?”

“No. I’m a charter member, case
you don’t recollect. Ain’t been here in some time. You could look
it up.”

“I
don’t give a damn if you’re President Rutherford B. Hayes. You
can’t run no rangdoodle in here.” Voices chimed in, alcoholic,
agreeing. Emory plucked the bank draft from the table and staggered
over to the astonished group at the door. “So sorry ... Dumb cattle
people ... Please ...”

The lean man and his lady backed away.
The burly man stood with his head lowered like a stubborn bull. The
young blond girl did not budge.

Someone said,
“Give it to ’em,
Harve. Can’t let ’em have a stinkin’ inch, the whores.”

Buchanan reached out. Negligently, he
cuffed the ears of the one who had spoken. The man went backwards
as though shot by a Colt .45.

Jepson howled,
“Hey, you
...”

Buchanan struck him alongside his
head. Jepson went into the crowd. There was a wild yell and the
bunch of them surged forward.

“Yep,
a nice place. Too bad,” said Buchanan.

Coco punched the first one, Buchanan
the second. They moved a step apart, waiting. Each picked a man;
their teamwork was perfect. Ranchers and their employees resembled
nothing so much as flying tenpins. The bartender came with a heavy
icebreaker, a sawed-off baseball bat. Buchanan took it away from
him, tossed it. The mirror behind the bar splintered.

Coco picked up one of the more
aggressive of the attackers, lifted him and tossed him. As he
turned over in mid-air the man’s feet slammed into the chandelier. Shards fell
upon the struggling crowd. The girl’s voice said clearly, “Oh,
nicely bowled.” Buchanan saw her out of the corner of his eye. She
was well inside the room. Her blue eyes shone with pleasure. Her
fists were clenched. He thought for a moment she was going to join
the fray. Someone hit him with a bottle.

He said, “Enough is enough.”

He began to punch. Beside him, Coco
was dealing out punishment to anyone within reach. Booted feet
kicked at them. They knocked down two men, seized another, used him
as a shield, and retreated toward the door. There was a rule
against guns in the club; Buchanan wondered if it was fully
observed.

He said to the girl,
“Ladies first. It’s
best we leave.”

She said, “But you’re doing so
well.”

“There’s a town full of jaspers who might think different.
If there’s that private car I’d advise you and your people make for
it.”

Two men came at him. He threw the man
he held, into them. Coco swung from right and left. Jepson had
regained his feet. Buchanan grabbed him and hauled him away from
the tumbling, bruised men of Cheyenne.

“Jepson, when you sober up you’ll know you made a heap big
mistake. These folks are special. A duke and a duchess. Can you get
that in your thick head?” With Buchanan’s grasp choking him, Jepson
managed to nod, his eyes bulging.

“You
want trouble, you’re liable to get it. From the governor, maybe the
President of the United States. You understand?”

Jepson tried to speak, could not. His
face was turning red.

Buchanan went on,
“I’m takin’ them
out of here. They’ll be with me. In my care.”

Behind Jepson, Coco demolished two
more of the combative cowmen. A chair crashed. A table was
split.

Jepson choked out,
“For gossake ...
take ’em outa here... Anything... Just get out before the joint
comes apart.”

“You
do apologize?”

“I
do... Oh, sure I do!”

Buchanan released him. Jepson
staggered back, caught the edge of the bar to maintain balance. One
hand clawed at his throat, the other waved weakly.

Buchanan said to the blond
girl, “You
see? If you reason with ’em, they know how to behave.”

Coco covered his back as he led her
through the door and down the steps. The police station was beneath
the club quarters. Officialdom was accustomed to the revelries of
the cowmen, therefore somnolent as Emory hustled the four
foreigners into the street. Buchanan, Coco, and the girl followed
at a leisurely pace.

“Name’s Buchanan. This is Coco Bean.”

The girl said,
“Caroline
Lamb.”

Emory whirled about.
“Lady
Caroline Lamb. Her
brother, the Duke of Comberland. The Duchess of Comberland. And
Brister, butler to the duke.” There was a Chinese restaurant on the
corner. Buchanan waved a hand. “Best we should set awhile and get
back our bearin’s, don’t you reckon?”

“Better to take out some food
and go to the car,” said Emory nervously. “Jepson is a rough
customer.”

“We haven’t settled our
business,” Buchanan said. “We’ve got our gear and a couple of
horses in town.”

“Put the horses on the train,”
begged Emory. “Please. Here’s the bank draft. I’m worried about our
friends, here.”

The Duke of Comberland spoke for the
first time. His voice was soft and pleasant. “I say, no problem,
y’know. Had I not seen how capable were our friends I should’ve
been glad to take part up there. Brister, here, I had to hold him
back. Fascinatin’, the way you two go about it.”

Buchanan said,
“Coco is the black
heavyweight champion of the world.”

“Indeed, ah, yes, so Emory tells me. He’s the one, then. I’m
a devotee, y’know. Had the muffles on a few times myself.” The duke
smiled. “I do hope you’re taking the bout in Denver.”

“You’re heading that way?”

“Had a
hunt. Want to see some city life. They say Denver is wild and
wooly.”

“They
could say that.”

The duchess asked,
“Wilder and woolier
than the Cheyenne Club?”

She had a nice smile. Buchanan
looked at her, at the girl. Then he asked Coco, “You thought about it
enough?”

“If I
beat Ford, then Ford wins the championship—that makes me look
pretty good, don’t it? I know Ryan won’t fight me. But I’d still
feel good if I beat the man who beat him.”

Buchanan said,
“All right,
Emory.”

The stout man swiftly produced
the bank draft. “There’s just time to cash it. I’ll have food brought to
the car. You can’t miss it. It’ll be a great event. It’ll set
Denver on its ear. Hurry, now, hurry.”

He was off, shepherding his charges
toward the railway. Buchanan watched them go. The girl had a fine,
natural long stride. She held herself like a lady, moved like a
woman.

Coco said, “Lady Caroline Lamb.
Woo-eee.”

“Get
to the bank,” said Buchanan. “Nobody’s takin’ any real honest looks
at a lady-anything.”

“Oh-ho,” said Coco. “You eyes buggin’ out, Tom Buchanan.
Purely buggin’ out like a frog on a lily pad.”

“Come
on.” He walked into the bank and witnessed Coco’s signature, which
was a scrawl unreadable to the average person. Coco could read and
figure but his handwriting had never been his best achievement. The
cashier handed over the money. Coco tucked it in his coat
pocket.

They were wearing city clothes,
dark coats, gray trousers, new Stetsons. They walked down to the
hotel and Buchanan paid the bill. They went out back to the stable
where Nightshade and Coco’s big chestnut whinnied at them. Their gear was
already stowed behind the saddles. They had been about to depart
when Emory had interrupted them. They mounted and rode toward the
railway station.

Coco asked, “What you think of that fat
feller?”

“He
talks too big.”

“The
money is good, though.”

“Uh-huh, at least one thousand. But ten thousand ... that’s
more’n you ever thought of gettin’, win or lose.”

“That’s been rattlin’ in my head.”

“On
t’other hand, you got one thousand. Can’t take that away. So we
ride down to Denver and see what else happens.”

“On
the train,” said Coco. “I purely likes a train ride.”

“I
recall when there was no train to Denver. Town went down but the
people hung together. Got the money and built the spur to the Union
Pacific into Cheyenne.” There had been a woman in those days, too.
He could not shake the blond British lady from the forefront of his
mind. Caroline Lamb. It was an odd but strangely familiar name. It
had to do with reading. Off and on in lonely periods he had pored
over a lot of books.

He shook himself. It was the time to
think about Coco and the proposed fight in Denver. He knew the city
was booming; it was the marketplace of the Rocky Mountains. It
would be much more exciting than the last time he was there. Emory
seemed to be on the level, at least he had come up with a thousand
dollars. Where the next nineteen thousand was coming from was
another matter.

There was no question that Coco would
benefit by a win over Dan Ford. Paddy Ryan had been around a long
time, and there was talk about a strong boy from Boston named
Sullivan; none would fight a black man. If the newspapers carried
the message that Coco was indeed a great fighter, the situation
might, just possibly, be altered.

He had never tried to analyze
his feeling for Coco. Since their meeting in El Paso some years
back they had been as close as brothers. The simple honesty of Coco
had appealed to the core of Buchanan. Hunting, fishing, riding,
fighting together had been the finest times in the life of the big
frontiersman. Coco’s hatred and fear of firearms had come to make sense.
There had to be an end to the senseless saloon killings, the
offhand murders due to the handgun. The time had not yet arrived.
Men like the Cutler cousins raided and thieved, the courts were not
yet organized well enough, lawmen were mostly on their own,
sometimes without proper local support. But Coco was basically
correct. Civilization as such had to come to the West.

Buchanan was secretly glad in some
ways that it had not yet taken hold. His experience with bankers,
merchants, lawyers, townspeople had been seared with
disillusionment. He vastly preferred the riders, the mountain men,
many Indians of his acquaintance and a few of the women who were of
the country. His respect for womankind went deep, he believed in
them.

Lady Caroline was certainly not
of the West, yet there had been something about her during the
fracas in the Cheyenne Cattlemen’s Club which attracted him in a most
curious way. He would have to be very careful, he thought. Titled
people from England just had to be a different breed.

A tall man wearing a badge stepped into
the street and held up a hand. “Buchanan.”

He reined in the big black
horse. “Howdy, Marshal.”

“You remember me?”

“Johnson. Back in Dodge City. You want
somethin’?”

“Bit of a ruckus there, wasn’t
it?”

“Somewhat.”

“Jepson, he’s mighty mouthy. Carries weight, though. He
wanted you arrested.”

“Wanted? Or wants?”

“Had a
talk with him. Everybody up and down the West knows you’re a
peaceable man. Never knew you to start up a fuss. Then a feller
told me Jepson was cussin’ the ladies from England. Happen to know
the gov’nor is high on those folks.”

“Then we go about our business?”

“Just
wanted to warn you. Jepson’s rich and he’s mean. If you run into
him again, watch your back.”

“I’ll
do that.”

Johnson nodded toward
Coco. “Your
boy, there, he’s goin’ to fight a white man in Denver?”

“That’s no boy. That’s Coco Bean.”

At the sharpness of
Buchanan’s
tone, the marshal frowned, then managed a smile. “How do,
Coco.”

“How do, white man.”

Buchanan said,
“He’s a champion,
Johnson.”

“There’s some broken noses in
town’ll agree to that. You goin’ down to the yard?”

“We’re
traveling with Emory and the British people to Denver,” Buchanan
said deliberately. “In the parlor car. You want to know anything
more?”

“No...no,” said Johnson. “Not
bein’ nosy. No how. Good luck to you. Both of you.”

He stepped back and they rode on. Coco
was grinning. Buchanan was inwardly fuming. Any slight to Coco
because of his color made him highly irritable.

Coco said softly,
“Don’t you fret.
The way it is, the way it always will be. I don’t fret.”

They came to the railroad yard.
There was a man waiting. He showed them a freight car on a side
track and asked, “You think you can get those nags up into it if I get me a
ramp?”

Buchanan said,
“I think you better
get out of the way.”

He rode Nightshade to the wide-open
doors of the car and spoke softly in his ear. He dismounted and
climbed into the car. The big black drifted a few feet, then seemed
to take wings. He landed inside the car and slid to where Buchanan
waited.

Coco’s horse had been with them on the
long trek. It hesitated, then, not quite so gracefully, followed
Nightshade. The railroad man gasped, then grinned. He was missing a
tooth but his attitude was one of amazed admiration. He climbed
into the car, a squat man with a revolver clumsily attached to a
sagging belt and a whittled oaken club in one fist.

“If I
heard, I wouldn’t of believed,” he said.

“My pa
always said don’t believe anything you hear and only half what you
see,” said Buchanan. “I do see you got hay and straw and a couple
decent stalls. And a bag of oats, by golly.”

“Knowed about hosses all my life,” said the man. “Name of
Jensen. You travelin’ with them furriners?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Got
their own car. Never did see anything like that. But I gotta
believe it. Had it special made in Chicago, they do say. Dukes and
duchesses and all. Don’t seem like they loco or nothin’. Pleasant
folks. That’s Coco Bean, ain’t it?”

“Uh-huh.” They were unsaddling the horses, wiping them down,
dissatisfied with the ministrations of the livery stable. “We take
great store by these animals. Make sure they get hooked up to the
train, please.”

“The
crew’ll handle that. ’Bout all I can do for you is show you the car
with the dukes and all. Goin’ to fight in Denver, Coco
Bean?”

“Looks
that way.”

“I’ll
be a bettin’ on you. Allus do.” He waved as they gathered their
bedrolls and leaped down to direct them.

Buchanan said,
“That’s not a good
way to wear a gun, Jensen.”

He showed his gap-toothed
grin. “Never
did use it. Just this when needed.” He waved the staunch club. “Not
much trouble around the yard, mostly young uns and
hobos.”

“Uh-huh.” Buchanan slipped him a
silver dollar. “Bet it on Coco.”

“Will
do that.” With a flourish he indicated the parlor car. “There t’is.
And the best of luck to you gents.”

Brister was waiting to
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