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AN ENFORCER ADVENTURE SO BIG IT CAN ONLY BE
TOLD OVER TWO BULLET-FAST BOOKS!

Johnny Cato was south of the border, tracking
a ruthless killer called Bearcat. Yancey Bannerman was up in the
Indian Nations, chasing an owlhoot of his own. For Yancey, the
conclusion of his mission meant a return to Texas and the chance to
repair his ailing relationship with Governor Dukes’ daughter, Kate.
But Cato’s troubles really began when he finally collared The
Bearcat.

With his many friends determined to rescue
him, getting Bearcat back across the border to stand trial was
going to be easier said than done.

But when Bearcat escaped from custody, Cato
hit the trail again, with Yancey hard on his heels. Trouble was,
someone was dogging Yancey’s trail, too … an old enemy sworn to
vengeance and determined to make sure Bannerman and Cato – and Kate
Dukes herself – died slow, agonizing deaths!
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Chapter One – Fugitive

Johnny Cato knew the only way he was going
to get the renegade known as The Bearcat out of the cantina was to
go in after him.

Having been an Enforcer for the Governor of
Texas for a couple of years, bursting in on a hunted man with a gun
in each hand, was nothing very novel for Cato. Except this time,
the man had four of his toughest gunslingers with him, in a rear
room, on the top floor, with an outside stairway that could be used
for escape.

So, though time was running out
in one sense—he had to get The Bearcat back to Texas to stand trial for
his crimes against the Governor—there were enough hours left in the
night for him to sit down and plan his moves. He was very weary,
having ridden in across the badlands through the heat of the
mid-summer’s day, and he was hungry, dirty and itched for a woman.
All these things would have to wait. Nailing Bearcat was the
priority. Cato was a smallish man, about five eight and weighting
around one-fifty, one-sixty pounds—closer to the first figure right
now, he reckoned, listening to his growling belly as he
smelled tacos and frijoles, mingling with garlic and chili soup odors coming from the
cantina.

Before starting out across the
badlands, he had tangled with one of Bearcat’s Mexican hardcases and,
luckily, had nailed the man between the eyes. Thinking ahead, Cato
had taken the man’s serape and sombrero and both had been useful in
the blistering heat of the badlands. Now, wearing the hat and the
colored, coarse-woven blanket, he hunkered down against the cool
white adobe wall outside the cantina and lowered his head onto his
arms, like the other Mexicans resting at various points around the
plaza.

He eased the big gun called The
Manstopper from his holster and held it in his right hand beneath
the blanket, alert to the sounds and sights around him. The gun was
one of his own design, built, basically, on the frame of the famous
Colt Dragoon pistol. But Cato, a gunsmith for many years in
Laramie, Wyoming, before joining the Enforcers with Yancey
Bannerman, had built up the novel weapon from scratch. He made an
oversize cylinder, drilling it to take eight .45 caliber
cartridges, and leaving a large chamber in the center which would
take a twelve-gauge shot-shell. He fitted this to the frame with a strengthened
back strap and toggle-operated, two-position hammer. In the upper
position, the hammer fired the .45 shells; in the lower, it
activated the shot-shell, firing this latter through a special, fat
under slung smoothbore barrel. The weight of the octagonal rifled
barrel on top helped keep down muzzle-jump and recoil. It was a
surprisingly accurate and deadly weapon, despite its bulk and
unwieldy looks.

Cato sat, planning silently with this
massive gun in his hand, thumb resting on the hammer spur, ready to
bring it into instant play if necessary.

He was alone. There was no
chance of help in this part of Mexico. It was the land of the
bandido, contrabandistas and renegades, a land beyond the law,
where a man’s life was worth less than that of the horny-toad lizards
that scurried beneath sun-cracked rocks in the badlands for shelter
during the day. At least a man could eat the lizard if he was
starving. There were five men he knew of that he would have to face
once he made the move to go into the cantina: Bearcat, his
sidekick, gunfighter, Abe Renza, and three full-blood Mexicans who
had corpses stretching behind them clear to the Gulf and way down
into Yucatan.

His one advantage was surprise.
Bearcat didn’t know Cato was anywhere within a hundred miles. He would
have figured that the Enforcer had been taken care of by one of the
men he had left to watch his back trail; a favorite ploy of
Bearcat’s. He would be confident that at least one of these
hardcases had finished off Cato.

The outside wooden stairway bothered Cato:
he knew Bearcat was holding his meeting with his top renegade guns
in the room just inside the door that led to that outside stairway.
It had been chosen, deliberately of course, so that if there were
danger threatening from the cantina itself, they could make their
getaway while others delayed whoever came after them.

At least, Bearcat would get
away: he wasn’t noted for considering others when the chips were down.
So, the priority was to secure the exit. Locking the door was the
first thing that came to mind, or jamming it with a beam. But that
wouldn’t stop escape entirely. They’d smash it down somehow between
the five of them. A man stationed at the foot of the stairs would
have a chance of picking them off one by one as they tried to make
their way down: it was very steep and narrow. But he was alone and
going in from the cantina, anyway, so that was out.

There was only one way left and
it was dangerous, but the whole deal was that way and this was the
closest anyone had got to Bearcat since his escape from Texas. Cato
couldn’t
afford to foul this up, so risks had to be taken.

He stood up, yawning, managing
to keep his face hidden in the deep shadow of the
sombrero’s
brim. He had the Manstopper in his hand under the serape as he
stumbled into the dark alley beside the cantina. He saw the narrow,
rickety stairway that was giving him so many problems,
skeleton-like, against the stars in the clear sky. A silver,
intensifying glow in the east told him there would be a moon
later. Across the alley from the cantina was a store: its loading
dock faced into the alley where Cato stood.

Standing in the shadow of the
store’s
wall, he looked at the double doors of the dock, saw the smaller
personnel door set into the left hand side. Glancing once back
towards the plaza with its muted traffic sounds and moving people,
Cato leapt onto the platform and crossed to the small door. He
knelt, slipped out his hunting knife and forced the tip of the
tempered steel blade beneath the hasp. He worked an inch or so of
the blade underneath and then levered it up gently. Gradually, the
screws pulled out of the weathered timber. One screeched briefly
and he froze, but there was no change in the sounds coming from the
cantina or the plaza. In a few seconds, he had the belt off and the
door open. He stepped swiftly inside, closing the door after
him.

He smelled burlap and tallow
and leather and neat’s-foot oil; creosote, carbolic and, as he moved around,
nose working overtime, the reek of coal oil. It was what he had
come for and he groped in the pitch dark, locating a small can with
a narrow neck and handle, recognizing by the feel the
frontier-style packaging of the coal oil. He sniffed again, turning
his head, hoping to smell food of some sort, but he seemed to be in
the section that stored the hardware.

Cato carried the can, figuring it to be the
two-gallon size, to the door. He looked outside; the alley was
still empty. Then he stepped out swiftly, closed the door after him
and ran across the stairs. Removing his boots, he went up the
stairs carefully, carrying the can, the cap unscrewed and held to
the neck of the pourer by a small chain. Cato clamped the cap
against the can so that it would not clank. Then he poured oil over
the door at the top of the stairs and also onto the landing. It
soaked through his socks as he backed down, splashing the oil
liberally over the stairs and the railing.

The can was empty when he
reached the alley again. Cato placed it down gently and pulled on his boots.
It was just as he was putting down his foot again, slightly
off-balance, that he kicked the can. It clanged and he froze. It
had a different sound from an old bean can knocked over by a
prowling alley cat. At the top of the stairs he had smelled
cigarette smoke and guessed that Bearcat had left a man standing
guard outside the room where he was meeting with his
compadres.

It seemed he was right. The
door at the top of the stairs burst open and he caught the glint of
light from a gun barrel, twin gun barrels: the man held a shotgun and lifted it
as he saw Cato.

The Enforcer whipped out the Manstopper and
triggered twice. His lead caught the guard and lifted the man to
his toes. The shotgun sagged in his hands and the hammer spur
slipped from beneath his thumb. As he started to topple, the weapon
thundered, driving its charge of shot into the oil-soaked landing.
The muzzle flash ignited the coal-oil in an instant. The guard
screamed as he was turned into a human torch and he flung himself
over the blazing rail, plummeting down into the alley with his
clothes afire. He thudded to the ground but made no effort to
rise.

The stairs were ablaze from top
to bottom and Cato snapped a shot at a movement he saw above as
flames engulfed the landing door. The escape from the
Bearcat’s
room was effectively cut off in that direction.

Cato threw aside the serape now
as it tended to restrict his movements and ran out of the alley,
making for the cantina entrance. Men were already pouring out
through the arched adobe doorway and he yelled wildly, brandishing his
Manstopper. They cleared a path for him, tumbling aside, startled,
wanting only to get out of the way of this berserk little
gunfighter in the floppy sombrero.

Once inside the cantina, where other patrons
were still running around and some were seeking cover beneath the
bar and tables, Cato saw Bearcat and his men charging down the
stairs. Smoke already billowed over the banisters from the upper
floor and there were squeals coming from above as the whores were
interrupted at their trade by the fire creeping through the top
floor.

The Enforcer shot the first Mexican on the
stairs and, as the man tumbled, Bearcat and Abe Renza and the
remaining Mexican opened up with their own weapons. Cato took a
headlong dive and landed among tables and chairs, shattering them
and sending them skidding about the room.

He slid along the floor, rolled
onto his side and saw the Mexican with teeth bared rushing
at him, a
smoking Webley pistol in each hand. Cato knew they were British
double-action weapons and could, consequently, shoot fast. Bullets
ripped into the floorboards and table. Splinters flew. His thumb
flicked the hammer toggle on the Manstopper. Lead tore the sombrero
off his head and then he brought up the heavy gun, holding it in
both hands, and dropped the hammer.

The big gun bucked and the
thunder of the shot-shell was shocking in the small bar. The Mexican flew
backwards, hurtling through the air, his clothes in smoldering
shreds, his upper body blown apart. He hit the adobe at the foot of
the stairs and slid lifelessly to the floor. The adobe was smeared
with his blood. Bearcat and Abe Renza stared in shock.

Cato flicked the toggle again,
fired again and the lead ripped the gun from
Renza’s
hand. He jumped back into Bearcat, shaking numbed fingers in agony.
The big fugitive staggered, turned as if to run upstairs, but saw
the wall of flames and spun back to face Cato who was now on his
feet.

The Enforcer was half crouched, holding the
heavy Manstopper still in both hands, the hammer spur back beneath
his thumb, trigger depressed. He only had to ease up a mite on that
hammer and the gun would fire.

“Your
choice, Bearcat,” Cato told him tightly. “Drop it—or I drop hammer.
You can’t hope to beat me.”

Bearcat glared, and his cold eyes narrowed.
His mouth tightened; the movement of his lips lost amongst the
whiskers. Slowly he opened his fingers and let his Colt fall with a
thud to the stairs.

Cato released a held breath and gestured
with the gun-barrel for him to step down from the stairs and to
allow the squealing, half-naked whores to get by. The Enforcer
moved so that they would not be between his gun and the fugitives.
Abe Renza still held his tingling fingers.

“Let’s
go out to my horse,” Cato said in conversational tones. “You can
lie face down in the dust while I put the manacles on your wrists.
You give me any trouble, and you’ll get another set around your
ankles.”

“You’ll never get me back across the Rio, Cato,” Bearcat
said, a massive man dressed in the greasy buckskins of the mountain
men, towering above the small Enforcer. “I got too many friends
between here and Texas.”

“Not
so many as you had when you came down here,” Cato told him. “I
killed a few along your back trail. And I’ll kill the rest, too, if
I have to, but you’re goin’ back to Governor Dukes in Austin to
stand trial.”

There was a movement among the
whiskers on Bearcat’s face that could have been a wry smile.

“You
just ain’t big enough to back up your words, Cato.”

“Mebbe
not. But I know someone who is.” He smiled faintly as he saw the
momentary alarm on Bearcat’s face. “Yeah—didn’t say I’d do it
alone. But I’ll do it, Bearcat, you can depend on that.”

“You
got no jurisdiction here,” Abe Renza complained as Cato urged both
prisoners towards the street.

“I
have,” Cato told him and hefted the Manstopper in his fist. “All I
need.”

Renza colored and looked a mite
fearfully at Bearcat. “I’m wanted for a hangin’ matter in Texas,
Bear.”

The big mountain man gave him a
cold look and said nothing. His huge bulk nudged Renza forward: it
seemed to Cato that Bearcat wasn’t in the least interested in his
compadre’s
problems.

Which might be something to remember on the
long trail back.

And it would be a long trail;
long, dangerous and dogged every yard of the way by
Bearcat’s
friends. Cato figured the sooner he could get to a town that had a
telegraph the better. Then he could send for Yancey Bannerman to
come lend a hand, for he sure as hell knew he would never manage it
alone.


Chapter Two – Across the Rio

Austin looked pretty good to
Yancey Bannerman as he stepped down from the train and dumped his
warbag at his feet on the cinders at the depot. He stretched to get
some of the kinks out of his big body and felt the strength in the
morning sun already. It was only six o’clock and the noise of the train’s
hollow panting seemed very loud. The city was not yet stirring
properly, though there were folk here to meet the train.

He glanced around casually as
he swung his warbag up and across one shoulder, stepped up onto the
depot platform and walked along to where the old
gray-haired
railroad man collected his ticket. It was in several sections and
had taken him nigh on a week of traveling by buffalo pony, hide
wagon and stage as well as locomotive, coming down from the Red
River country where his last assignment had been.

He had been trailing a murdering bank robber
named Matt Garrett and the chore had involved him with buffalo
hunters and renegades from the Indian Nations, culminating in a
gunfight and combat with Bowie knives in a rendezvous town right
smack in the heart of buffalo country.

A friend of
Yancey’s had
been involved, too, a young Viking named Erik Larsen, whom, it
appeared, had turned bad. Yancey had gone after him, grim with the
knowledge that it was he who had taught the young Dane how to use a
gun; if Erik had turned bad, then Yancey knew it was his job to
kill him. But it had all been the work of a petty-minded lawman
from a town on the Brazos and when the chips were down, the Viking
had come good and more than proved he was a man to ‘ride the river
with.’

The stolen loot involved had
been recovered and the outlaws killed. It had been a satisfying
assignment, though he had felt a mite sad at having to farewell
Erik. i
But he knew the
young man was more than capable of taking care of himself as he
wandered the frontier. At the time, Yancey had been eager to get
out of Austin for he had had nigh on two months in the town,
putting a new squad of Enforcer recruits through the tough training
system he had personally devised, at a training ground called
Ironsite.

During those six months, Kate
Dukes, the Governor’s daughter and Yancey’s woman, had been so pleased at
having him around that she hadn’t wanted him to go back to
dangerous field assignments and had even interceded with her father
so that Cato ended up with the chore of going after a Rio renegade
named The Bearcat; a job that would normally have been given to
Yancey as senior man. That hadn’t set any too easy with Yancey and
after Kate had displayed a few more proprietorial tendencies, he
knew he had to get out into the field again, pronto, or he would
never make it.

When word arrived that Erik
Larsen had seemed to have taken to the owlhoot trail, that was all
the excuse Yancey needed and not even the Governor himself could
have stopped him from going to the Red River. But Kate had tried,
and they had had harsh words—as harsh as any they had ever
exchanged—and he had not written once while he’d been away. He couldn’t help
wondering just what kind of reception Kate was going to give him.
If any ...

He was concerned about it, yet,
in another way, somewhere deep inside him, was the vague hope that
maybe she had given up on him. If she had, it would mean he would
be free to take any assignment without having to consider her
feelings—or anyone else’s. No, that wasn’t fair and he knew it: Kate had
never really tried to stop him going out into the field except for
this last time and that had been mainly because she had grown so
used to his company after a straight six weeks that she just
couldn’t bear the thought of parting.

Yet, she must have known that
sooner or later, he would be going out on assignment again. He
could never settle to administrative work: he would leave the
Enforcers first. Kate surely knew that ...

He stepped out of the depot and
was vaguely disappointed that her surrey wasn’t waiting for him. He
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