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Cooper Dutton and his bunch
of butchers were cutting a wide swath of terror through the state.
Anyone was fair game for Dutton’s guns, but in particular the
outlaw was hunting down and getting even with all the people who’d
put him in prison … and that included Yancey Bannerman.

Rather than wait for Dutton
to come to him, Yancey decided to take the fight to him. Only
trouble was, Yancey vanished almost immediately, not to be seen or
heard from again.

Governor Dukes had no choice
but to send his next best man, Johnny Cato, to find out what had
become of him. And when Cato discovered a decomposed body buried
beneath rocks, he hit the vengeance trail, his mission to settle
with every last one of Yancey’s killers!
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One – Return

The Ranger post at Samson, North Texas,
was closed up as tight as a drum skin.

This didn’t seem to faze the
group of five men who rode their horses up to the clapboard
building, dismounted and stepped up onto the weathered walk. The
man in the center of the group was middle-aged and disheveled and
walked with his hands roped behind his back. The other four carried
guns in their hands, Colts, rifles, and one sawn-off shotgun. The
one-eyed Indian with the black patch covering his empty socket,
scanned the ‘Wanted’ dodgers pinned to the Ranger building, nodded
to the others and grabbed a grubby, ragged boy in the front row of
gawkers who had gathered.

“Kid, you want to earn
yourself a quarter?” the Indian asked.

The kid’s eyes bugged. The crowd
murmured: it sounded important whatever it was this Injun wanted
the kid to do. No one threw quarters around for nothing in those
parts.

The tow-haired boy nodded, eyes still
standing out of his head. “Yessir, I sure do!”

The Indian dug out the coin from a
vest pocket and held it in front of the kid. The sun glinted from
the metal. The kid’s eyes stayed on the coin as the Indian
spoke.

“Listen, you know where to
find the Rangers?”

Again the kid nodded. “Sure do—they’re
in Candy’s Parlor, in the back room—like always this time of
day.”

Some of the crowd laughed. The Indian
merely nodded, suddenly seemed to flip the coin into the air and
the kid’s eyes lifted but he couldn’t see the quarter. His face
fell.

“Aw, what happened to it?”
he asked, heavy with disappointment.

The crowd murmured angrily.
Pokerfaced, the one-eyed Indian reached out to the kid’s lank hair,
pushed it away from a grubby ear and magically the coin appeared to
drop into his long fingers. He held it up in front of the boy’s
astonished eyes.

“Now you take
this quarter, kid, and you run down to Candy’s
Parlor and you
roust out them Rangers and tell ’em to get their tails down to the
office right off. I mean it—pronto. Tell ’em a bunch of us has
brung in Coop Dutton the outlaw and we aim to collect the reward.
You got all that?”

The kid nodded vigorously,
snatched at the coin, backed off a few paces, staring now at the middle-aged
man in
the midst of
the gunhung
group.

“Shoo!” snapped the Indian, gesturing to the boy, who
turned and ran down the street, skirting the crowd who were
pressing closer now.

“Hell. That’s Cooper Dutton?” a fat bystander asked, staring at
the captured outlaw.

“That’s him,” replied the
Indian. “Don’t look much right now, does he?”

“He’s a runt!” someone
opined.

“Runt or no, he’s killed a
lot of men,” someone else added.

“You better believe it,
feller,” growled Dutton himself, his voice surprisingly deep for
such a short man. He was only about five and a half feet tall. One
of his captors nudged him roughly with a rifle barrel. Dutton
glared.

The group closed in more tightly and
the Indian, who seemed to be the spokesman, gestured to the crowd
with his shotgun.

“You’d better move back.
Give them Rangers plenty of room. We got this chicken trussed but
we seen enough of him to know it don’t mean much.”

“Where’d you get him?”
someone asked.

The Indian set his single glittering
eye on the speaker. “That’s our business, mister. We’ll tell it all
to the Rangers—when we collect.”

“Sure. No
offence,” the townsman said swiftly and the people murmured among
themselves as they moved back from the post porch, waiting for the
kid to return with the Rangers ...

 


The tow-headed boy burst into the back
room of Candy’s Parlor without knocking and caught both men in what
could only be described as a ‘compromising situation’ with Candy
herself and one of her girls. The kid stopped just inside, mouth
open.

“Get the Sam Hill outa
here, you snotty-nosed whelp!” roared Ranger Tim Drouin,
red-faced.

“Vamoose!” shouted the
second lawman, Bill Tinsdale, grabbing for his pants.

Candy and her girl straightened their
clothing demurely as the kid continued to stare. Then the
sharp-eyed Candy saw that the kid had only retreated as far as the
other side of the doorway.

“Hold on now,
fellers,” she said. “Hold on. Donny’s out of breath and bug-eyed
and my guess is it ain’t just because he’s seen you fellers this
way ... right, Donny?”

The kid came back and nodded
energetically. Then he cleared his throat as the other whore
struggled to do up the buttons on her bodice.

“Miss Candy, ma’am, I got
an urgent message for these gents.”

The Rangers were pulling on their
boots.

“Well, what the hell is
it?” bawled Tinsdale, and Donny took a hasty step back.

“Don’t scare the kid,
Bill,” admonished Candy as she slipped a soft, fat arm about the
boy and pulled him in close against her. “Now, you tell us what
brought you steamin’ in here like the town was on fire?”

The boy squirmed out of her embrace
and blurted, “Bunch of strangers just brought in Coop Dutton and
they want the reward.”

The Rangers stared at the boy and then
exchanged swift glances.

“Dutton?” echoed Drouin.
“They sure? Last we heard of him he was still runnin’ down in
Mexico.”

“They say it’s Dutton and
he sure looks mean enough,” the kid said, then added truthfully,
“though small.”

“Well, I sure as hell hope
it is,” Candy said. “Even though he’s supposed to’ve been in Mexico
these last six months, I’ll rest a mite easier if he’s really been
caught.”

“Aw, hell,
what you worryin’ about, Candy?” Tinsdale asked. “You been lookin’
after Tim and me and we promised we’d look after you. And that
included Dutton’s threat to burn you out ’cause you tried to turn him
in.”

Candy and the other girl were plainly
nervous now. “Yeah and if you fellers hadn’t been so damn slow
gettin’ here, you’d have nailed him instead of lettin’ him shoot
his way out.”

“Hell, we
winged him, didn’t we?” growled Tinsdale. “Right in
the backside.” He
laughed suddenly. “Bet he ate like a hoss for six weeks—standin’
up!”

“Very funny!”
snapped Candy. “Now you go on down and make sure that it is Dutton,
and if it is, you put a double padlock on that cell door and bring
the keys to me. I’ll keep ’em in a safe place.”

Drouin glanced at her massive bosom
and winked. “Bet you would, too, Candy!”

“It ain’t funny! I’m scared
of Dutton!” she admitted.

The Rangers sobered and buckled on
their gunbelts. Drouin sighed.

“Candy, rest easy. If it’s
Dutton, we’ll take care of him. He’s headed straight for a hemp
necktie. If it ain’t—well, be seein’ you.”

The two men hitched at their gunrigs
and went out, pushing the tow-haired boy out the door ahead of
them.

Outside, Drouin twisted the boy’s ear
until he howled.

“You ever bust in like that
again and I’ll skin you alive, you hear?”

“Yessir, Mr.
Drouin,” sobbed the boy. “I won’t.” Released, he scuttled out of
range of Drouin’s long arm. He added, “I won’t even mention what I
seen to Mrs. Drouin.” He turned an innocent face to Tinsdale. “Or to
Mrs. Tinsdale either, sir.”

The Rangers stopped dead.

“Well, I
better get on down to the Ladies’ Sewin’ Circle,” the kid said,
starting to edge away. “I got a regular job there, sweepin’ out
after their meetin’. You gent’s got any messages for your wives? I
mean, can I tell ’em you might be home late for supper or somethin’ ...
?”

It was Donny’s day. When he left the
two scowling Rangers he had two more shiny quarters to add to the
one given him by the one-eyed Indian.

The Rangers hurried down the street
towards the group outside the Post and they were in edgy mood by
the time they arrived, shoving townsfolk roughly aside.

“Stand back there,” called
the one-eyed Indian, stepping in front of Dutton. “Let them Rangers
through!”

The townspeople moved back and the
Indian stepped to one side so that Dutton was revealed, covered by
the guns of the others.

“Here he is, gents—Cooper
Dutton. And we’d sure like for you to get the rigmarole over with
so we can collect the two thousand bucks ridin’ his
head.”

Drouin stopped at the foot of the
porch steps and thumbed back his hat. “It’s sure enough Coop
Dutton. How you been, you sidewindin’ son of a bitch?” He grinned
tightly. “Still eatin’ off the mantelshelf?”

The Rangers laughed and Dutton stared
at them with mean eyes and tight lips.

“Heard you’d
run clear into mañana land, feller,” said Tinsdale. He nudged Drouin.
“But I guess it hurt too much the way you was hit when you
high-tailed it outa here that night, huh?”

“Have your laugh,” Dutton
growled. “You won’t think it’s so funny soon.”

“No? What you gonna do?
Spit in our eyes?” Drouin asked.

“Nope. I’d
somethin’ else in mind for you two skunks.”

Suddenly the crowd scattered, with
frightened cries.

The Rangers stood stock-still, as if
they could not believe their eyes.

The Indian stepped aside, as did the
other captors, and tossed his sawn-off shotgun to Cooper Dutton,
who whipped his hands from behind his back—shedding ropes already
cut.

The outlaw caught the shotgun deftly
and his thumbs hooked back the hammers to full cock, even as the
Rangers belatedly went for their holstered six-guns. They were fast
men but under the shock of the turnabout their reaction was too
slow.

They were dead men and in that
split-second they knew it.

The sawn-off shotgun bucked as the
right hand barrel thundered and the weapon kicked against Dutton’s
powerful grip. The second barrel exploded a second later and the
two Rangers’ shattered bodies were hurled out into the street like
two bundles of old rags. The townsmen were still running in all
directions. They doubled their speed after the gunfire.

Dutton stood at the top of the porch
steps and looked down through the wreathing gun smoke at the dead
Rangers.

“Laugh now, you bastards,”
he gritted.

He flung the shotgun in the general
direction of the Indian and took the six-gun rig handed to him by
one of the other men, swiftly buckling it on.

They mounted up and rode back down the
main street, yelling, shooting at windows, scattering the already
panicking townsmen.

They reined down in front of Candy’s
Parlor and Dutton shot the lock off the door, kicked in the
remainder of the panel and led his men inside. The girls were
screaming and scuttling into the alcoves. The bouncers came forward
and Dutton shot the first one almost disdainfully, right through
the face. His men gunned down the others and one of the pleasure
girls screamed that she was hit. Others sobbed; still others just
stared, deathly white.

Candy was one of the latter and she
was shaking visibly.

Dutton walked right up to her and
stared into her face. He twisted his left hand in her hair and
jerked her head back so that her throat was taut. He could see the
big pulse there throbbing wildly. He grinned, showing yellow teeth,
too large for his small mouth: it was what gave his mouth a ferret
look, enhanced by his sharp nose and small eyes.

“Now, last time I was here,
I was interrupted by a couple of skunks named Drouin and Tinsdale
that you sent for, Candy,” Dutton said pleasantly, twisting hard so
that her hair seemed as if it would be pulled clear out of the
scalp. Her eyes bulged in terror. He placed the reeking muzzle of
his six-gun gently between her eyes. He grinned more widely when he
felt her knees trembling violently, her whole body shaking. “Well,
I aim to take up just where I left off—and this time I can
guarantee there won’t be any interruptions!”

He laughed and waving his gun at the
cowering girls, flung the plump Candy towards the stairs, following
at her heels as she stumbled up, prodding her roughly with the gun
barrel.

“Have yourselves some fun,
fellers,” Dutton called down to his men. “We got us an hour to
kill. Might as well do it nice and easy.”

He laughed harshly as he grabbed
Candy’s arm and thrust her through the open door of the first room
they came to. She bounced on the bed and, minutes later, those
below heard a piercing scream ring out.

When the wild bunch quit Samson just
over an hour later, Candy’s Parlor was in flames.

 


Sheriff Linus Banton jerked his
hat lower on his head, hitched at his gun belt and strode across
his small office to the street door. He locked the door behind him
as he started through the town on his night rounds.

Lights spilled out of the
stores and saloons, making amber wedges in the mean street. People jostled
each other on the walks, for it was still early. Banton had
another, later, round to make after this, when most of the town was
snugged away for the night. It started at midnight and by then
there would be only two saloons still operating and the only folk
on the street would be drunks and whores or a few cowpokes having a
last cigarette before turning in for the night.

He touched a hand to hat brim as
womenfolk greeted him while he ‘showed the badge’ on this, his
early round. It never hurt to let the revelers know that there was
law here and someone willing and able to enforce it.

For Linus Banton’s reputation was
considerable. He was fast with a gun and he had the ability, so it
was said, to track a snake up the middle of the Mississippi River.
He was a man who had collected a bounty or two in his time and it
had helped build his neat, unpretentious house on the edge of town
where his wife and two small children were now waiting for him. The
rewards had enabled him to buy them all a few small luxuries and he
had only this day arranged with the banker Collins for a small loan
so they could build on a new bedroom now that Ettie was expecting
again.

Yes, Linus Banton had it pretty
good here in this out of the way town. He had respect, too, from
decent folk, and this was important to him. Both he and Ettie liked
to be in the swim and next week they would reach the pinnacle of
social life here when they attended the Mayoral Ball—by special
invitation. It was usually reserved for the rich cattlemen and
their families from ’way out of town, the banker and top attorneys who had
offices in town here, the local doctor and the like.

Now he and Ettie had been included and
Linus Banton felt an immense satisfaction that he had gotten so far
as he walked in the picket gate and through the small, neat,
flower-sweet garden of his house. He strode up the walk towards the
door, aiming to let Ettie know that he would be ready for his
supper in about a half hour.

He never reached the porch.

A man stepped out from behind a
flowering bush and he held a stubby weapon of some kind in his
hands, braced into his hip. Linus Banton had a moment of shocked
recognition and then his hand was streaking for his gun
butt.

He was fast and had the gun’s
foresight clear of leather when the assassin dropped both hammers
of the shotgun.

Sheriff Linus Banton was blown back
almost ten feet, to spatter his blood across the white pickets of
his neat fence, his drumming heels smashing a row of peonies that
Ettie had planted only that morning.

The killer faded into the night
before the horrified screams of Ettie Banton started echoing
through the town ...

 


The stage to Amarillo was running late
and the driver, Ben Crail, lashed at the heaving rumps of his team
as he hauled the Concord around the steep mountain trail. He knew
he was taking a chance going at this speed, but he had to try to
make up some of the time lost earlier at the river crossing when he
had discovered that a hub nut had worked loose through a sheared
cotter pin.

Trouble was, he hadn’t discovered it
early enough. The damn wheel worked clear off the stub axle, right
in the middle of the crossing. There would be hell to pay when he
finally reached the depot. There was a senator aboard, with his
wife and daughter, and none of them had taken kindly to being
spilled into a floundering heap along with a couple of dusty
cowhands and a drunken drummer as the stage tilted wildly and water
washed into the passenger compartment.

Ben Crail knew he hadn’t heard the end
of this. The guard, dozing now at his side, his Ithaca shotgun
resting in its clamps beneath the seat, thought it was mighty
funny. The senator, a stuffy, Bible-thumping reformer, had surely
looked a sight when he stood up in the muddy waters, drenched and
speechless. But the guard needn’t think he would get off scot free,
either; the driver had seen the way Senator Kimmins had looked at
the man when he laughed that
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