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Shot and left to die in the desert, Yancey
Bannerman nevertheless vowed to make it back to civilization in one
piece and continue to ride as Governor Dukes’ top Enforcer. What he
didn’t see coming was an encounter with an old enemy with vengeance
in mind, and a lawman who’d stop at nothing to make an arrest – any
arrest – so long as it built his own legend.

From then on he was beaten up, jailed,
hounded by not one but two posses but still he was determined to
fight to the finish. One gunfight followed another but when the
cards were down, he discovered another enemy just waiting to finish
him off …
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Chapter One – Gray Hell

 


He was the last man and he figured he wasn’t
going to make it across the slice of hell called El Infierno Gris
by the old Spanish Conquistadors.

They knew what they were about when they
named that area of Texas the Gray Hell.

His name was Brandon and he had an ounce of
lead in his body, somewhere under the left shoulder blade. A tough
hombre called Yancey Bannerman had put the bullet there and he was
going to do his damnedest to put another into Brandon before the
hellish day was over.

They had started out as a band of four—until
Bannerman, top gun of the governor’s Enforcer Unit, had appeared on
their horizon and it had been the beginning of the end. None of
them had figured that one man could be their undoing. But Bannerman
was something more than just another lawman.

He had a reputation for being lightning with
a gun and for having a determination that wouldn’t let him
quit—even when he was toting bushwhack lead in his big body.

But Brandon knew Bannerman wasn’t wounded as
he hunted him across the gray wastes. Not that he hadn’t tried to
drygulch him—he had, but had missed by a hair. And no one got a
second chance at a man like Bannerman. The Enforcer had tracked
them down one by one, killed them, taking on Simm and Wade
together, but hardly being fazed by them even though they had
sawn-off shotguns.

Brandon was no hero. He was a realist. He
would rather live and have to hide out for the next six months in
some Mexican peon’s hovel than die rich in the Gray Hell under
Bannerman’s guns. So he had abandoned the government payroll he and
his pards had stolen, having a vague hope that Bannerman would be
satisfied once he had recovered it—and had killed three of the four
robbers.

He should have known better.

Men like Bannerman didn’t quit until they
were dead. The Enforcer had picked up the money, all right, stuffed
it in his saddlebags, then simply continued the hunt. He had
spotted Brandon as the man briefly skylined himself on a ridge. It
had been long enough for Bannerman’s rifle to whiplash and slam
that ounce of lead into the outlaw’s body.

It would finish him, he knew that. Strangely
enough, there was no great amount of pain. The area was dull; it
hurt when he moved his shoulder, but otherwise it was no worse than
the ache a man sometimes got after felling trees when he hadn’t
done that chore for a spell.

But he was wet to the waistband; his shirt
was plastered to his flesh with blood and the wound was in such a
position that he couldn’t bind a pad over it tightly enough to
staunch the flow. The dry, hammering heat of the day flushed his
skin and he couldn’t be sure there wasn’t some fever involved.
There were occasional, bright yellow flashes in front of his eyes,
too. Again, it could be the heat, or it could be oncoming fever. It
was what decided Brandon to make his stand.

There was a chance he could make it, if he
were able to move at his own pace and not have to force things when
he was too weak to go on. His horse also needed rest and he was
wise enough to know that he wouldn’t have a chance if he drove the
animal into the ground. Bannerman knew it, too; that was why he was
forcing the pace; keeping on the pressure. He wanted Brandon’s
horse to collapse; a man afoot in the Gray Hell had but two chances
at survival—his own and the devil’s. And his own counted for
absolutely nil in country like that.

So, when the jaded, staggering mount fumbled
its way into a broken canyon at the base of a spired butte, poking
jagged gray fingers into the brassy sky, Brandon reckoned it would
have to be his last stand.

One way or another. He would either nail
Bannerman and claim the Enforcer’s mount and supplies or he would
be buried there. He had been in the same situation twice before in
his life and had pulled off the gamble.

He hoped he would make it three in a row.

Trying to ignore the dull area under his
wounded shoulder, Brandon quit leather at the far end of the canyon
and headed for high country.

The horse immediately hunted up some shade
behind some boulders, glad of the chance to rest. Brandon climbed
over a long, flat rock and dropped behind it, panting and groaning.
That pain under his shoulder had become sharp. Hell, once he put
strain on his arms, and therefore his shoulders, hot, writhing
agony drove up into his skull and nearly blinded him. Suddenly, a
chill began to knot his belly.

Despite his efforts at concentrating on
setting himself up to ambush Yancey Bannerman, he couldn’t prevent
the nagging thought that maybe he wasn’t going to make it.

He clamped his teeth together. If that’s how
it was going to be, then he had nothing to lose, and he would take
Bannerman with him. That would be some sort of satisfaction.

With sweat running into his eyes and blinding
him, Brandon squirmed around behind the rock, gasping for breath.
He opened a packet of cartridges and noticed that he was starting
to shake. His hand trembled as he tried to wipe sweat off his
eyebrows. It didn’t look too good, he thought grimly, but all he
cared about was putting a bullet into Bannerman.

Brandon finally got himself settled, jacked a
shell into the rifle’s breech and then blinked to clear his vision,
trying to forget the warm crawling of blood down his back as he
sighted into the canyon where he figured Bannerman would
appear.

His hand shook alarmingly as he grabbed his
canteen, fumbled out the stopper and got the warm metal to his
mouth. He spilled some of the tepid liquid down his chin, then
spilled more trying to get the stopper back in and cursed savagely.
He knew his condition was being made worse by the suffocating heat
and an oncoming fever caused by his infected shoulder. The sooner
he could get that lead cut out the better.

But he was a long way from medical help. He
jerked upright, putting out a hand to steady himself as the world
seemed to tilt crazily. For a moment he had dozed off. Hell! He
couldn’t get away with that happening too often. He would have to
make sure he didn’t doze again: he might miss Bannerman, or worse,
the Enforcer might spot him and get the drop on him. Brandon looked
around. The edge of the rock about a yard to his left was jagged
and as sharp as a knife. He moved towards it, grunting, sweating
and feeling as if he were falling. Finally, he settled himself at
the rock and squirmed around until his chin was only an inch above
its jagged edges.

If he dozed, his head would drop and he would
awaken the instant his flesh touched the spikes. He might pick up a
few extra cuts, but that was better than falling asleep and waking
looking down Bannerman’s gun barrel.

Where the hell was that Enforcer? he breathed
to himself.

The manhunter hadn’t been that far behind.
Brandon had been dogged by the dust devil kicked up by Bannerman’s
big-chested dun for hours. The man must have traveled most of the
night to have made up all that ground and it had put the fear of
God into Brandon when he had realized just how close the Enforcer
was. Bannerman had been close enough for the outlaw to make out the
man’s shape on his horse through the pulsing heat haze.

A man that close should be appearing at the
butte any time.

What troubled Brandon most was that maybe
Bannerman had already arrived—while he had dozed. For he had no way
of knowing how long he had been asleep. A few seconds? A few
minutes? An hour ...?

He squinted at the sun and looked away almost
instantly. He couldn’t tell from its position. It seemed about
where it should be. He blinked and swept a hand across his eyes
again. His vision was taking longer to clear. He licked his dry
lips. Judas! If Bannerman didn’t show soon, he would have to
clamber back to his mount and ride on, and hope like hell he could
make it to a mean settlement he knew in the distant Skeleton Hills
where a man on the dodge might find shelter and help.

Brandon gave a small, harsh cry deep in the
back of his throat as he heard a slight sound behind him. Behind
and above.

He whirled, the pain from his shoulder
wrenching a harsh cry from his parched lips as he clutched the
rifle and blinked furiously to clear his vision.

Yancey Bannerman was standing on a rock about
ten feet away, with his rifle in his hand.

As soon as the outlaw moved, the Enforcer
brought the rifle up and fired. Instantly, Brandon’s weapon spat
flame and Yancey spun as if jerked by a wire. He fell, bounced off
the rock and tumbled down the steep slope, losing his Winchester.
Brandon hastily fired again but missed Yancey’s falling body by
yards.

The outlaw levered in another shell, then
brought the rifle to his aching shoulder, desperately searching for
Yancey’s body in the swirling dust.

The Enforcer was hit. The bullet had taken
him in the left side and the fall had dazed him, but instinct drove
him up to his knees, and his right hand streaked for his holstered
Colt even before his senses had cleared. The gun palmed up and
blasted; the lead singing off the rock beside Brandon, destroying
the man’s aim. He swore and brought his rifle up again as Yancey
launched himself in a headlong dive to the right. The Colt blasted
while he was in mid-air and Brandon staggered as the bullet punched
into him.

He jerked like a puppet and his rifle roared,
driving the bullet into the ground only a yard in front of him. He
tried to bring it up as Yancey rolled, angled up the Colt’s barrel
and dropped hammer. It was as if Brandon were on some sort of
spring and he was lifted off the ground. His spine arched as he
sailed over the rock with the serrated edge; his boots catching the
spikes and rearing skywards, tilting his head down. Yancey heard
the breath gust out of the man as he hit and then there were
bubbling sounds, a series of sharp, rapid coughs and silence,
except for a few falling stones.

Yancey notched back the gun hammer again, got
slowly to his feet and approached the rock in a wary arc. The
outlaw’s boots were pointing at the sky when Yancey reached him. He
lowered the hammer on the Colt and slid the six-gun back into its
holster.

Brandon was dead; that last forty-five
caliber slug had hit him on top of the breastbone, just under the
hollow of his neck. He wasn’t a pretty sight, but then, Brandon
hadn’t been handsome even in life. Yancey kicked the dead man’s
boots off the rock and then stacked stones over him, building a
small, oblong cairn. It would serve, he figured, then sat and drank
from Brandon’s canteen. Finally, he eased his left forearm away
from the wound in his side where he had kept it tightly pressed,
holding his kerchief against the torn flesh.

Blood flowed and he winced as he pulled out
the sodden shirt and examined the furrow in his flesh. The lead had
creased him, bounced off a couple of ribs, and had gouged out
enough flesh to expose the whiteness of the bone. It was bleeding
profusely but the wound was no more than six inches long. In a
town, or near one, it wouldn’t have been serious. But in the Gray
Hell, with its continual dust working into a man’s clothing,
infection might well set in and a man’s blood be poisoned. Frontier
lead wasn’t the most hygienic thing to have tear into your body,
because it usually took pieces of grubby clothing or grit or
lubricating grease into the wound, too.

Although he was miles from any settlement, he
had heard talk about there being a kind of outlaw town in the
Skeleton Hills to the west, the way Brandon had been headed, but
that wouldn’t do Yancey any good; there would be too much chance of
being recognized by old enemies.

He didn’t know the country, but by his
reckoning, there should be a hamlet of some kind towards the south,
maybe the southwest.

The Enforcer didn’t know how far it was but,
as he tended his wound as well as he could, he hoped there would be
a doctor there. He was having trouble stopping the wound bleeding
and he thought that maybe one of his ribs was cracked or had a
fracture in it because it caused him a heap of pain when he
moved.

But move he must: staying there would
guarantee him a grave next to Brandon’s.

Yancey grunted as he pulled himself to his
feet. After a while he made his way to where his rifle lay in the
dust. He weaved drunkenly, but bared his teeth in determination and
stooped to pick up the weapon. He almost fell when he straightened
and the blood drained from his head.

It wasn’t going to be an easy crossing, that
much was evident.

Without a backward glance, Yancey started to
make his way down the slope into the canyon, sliding and stumbling
to hit bottom at a half-run that brought gasps of pain.

He rested for a spell before pushing
unsteadily to his feet again then making his way around the butte
to where he had left his horse. It was sheer hell getting into the
saddle and it hurt like blazes to straighten. Somehow he managed it
and glancing at the sun and judging it to be about three in the
afternoon, Yancey Bannerman kicked his heels into the dun’s flanks
and urged it out of the canyon.

There was a long, long trail ahead and no
guarantee at all that he was going to reach the end of it.

 


 



Chapter Two – On The Edge Of Hell

 


It was a town on the edge of hell. That was
the way most folk who lived there liked to describe Camino and they
were, of course, correct.

For the town was not far from the limits of
El Infierno Gris. No one knew exactly why it had been sited there
and many of the Camino folk doubted the sanity of the man who had
built it in such a desolate, isolated place. What anyone could have
seen there as a place to bring up children and to work and live was
beyond most folk.

Yet, folk had gone there and thrown up rough
shacks, later developing them into clapboard affairs or log cabins,
hauling timber down from the distant Flintlock Ranges. True, there
was permanent water—permanent if folk went a mite easy on the use
of it, that is. It came from a well that had been a watering place
for the Comanches. Some said there had been gold and that was what
had drawn the first settlers. Others claimed it was the folk from a
lost wagon train who had figured they wouldn’t push their luck once
they had come on the well.

It seemed too far back for anyone to be
absolutely certain.

It went back even before Texas was
Independent, before the Alamo. Even the Mexicans and Spanish
adventurers had done no more than camp there: there were no old
mission ruins or adobe structures. It had been a white man’s doing,
even
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