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It should have been an arrest
like any other for Yancey Bannerman. But when the whole thing blew
up in Yancey’s face, the big, gun-swift gpovernor’s Enforcer found
himself on a deadly manhunt. The body-littered trail eventually led him to
a town called Socorro, and the murder of a good man that looked
like going unpunished … until Yancey bought into it. Then, with one
two brave townsmen to back him, he went against the Block L’s tough
crew … and the very man he had come all this way to find—and
kill.
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Chapter One – Smoke ’em Out!

 


It might have ended where it
started—at Ranger Headquarters, San Antonio, Texas, if Yancey
Bannerman hadn’t been so stubborn.

Yancey, personal trouble-shooter to Lester
Dukes, Governor of Texas, hated corruption. A strong man, whose
word was his bond, he lived by that code no matter what. And he
demanded the same of his fellow-men.

Especially men like Harlan
Bodie—a Captain of Texas Rangers.

To Bannerman, any man who took
an oath to uphold the law, had to be prepared to do exactly that,
even if, at times, it meant laying his life on the line. But a man
who took that oath purely for his own ends, to grow rich at the
inconvenience
of others, well, that sure as hell made Yancey see red.

When Governor Dukes first handed
him the assignment of investigating Harlan Bodie, Yancey had
accepted it reluctantly. He knew Bodie tolerably well, had shared a
camp or two with him along the wild trails while pursuing the lawless, and he
had liked the man well enough. He hadn’t figured Bodie for a man on
the make, and once the investigation had gotten underway and
evidence had begun to mount, Yancey went all-out, for there was no
longer any doubt that Ranger Captain Harlan Bodie could be bought
if the price were right.

“Better take a couple men with
you,” Governor Dukes advised when the final evidence had been
placed on his desk in his study in Government House astride Capitol
Hill in Austin. “Smoke him out, Yance. I don’t want any worms in my
barrel.”

“I’ll do it alone, Governor,”
Yancey replied,

“You’re loco, Yance! Bodie’s a
streak of lightning with a gun, you know that. He won’t give up
without a fight. Whatever else he might be, he’s not yellow. You’ll
need help.”

“I’ve got all the help I need,”
Yancey retorted, slapping a hand against the holstered Colt slung
low down on his right thigh.

“Harlan Bodie didn’t get to be
Captain of a Ranger Post for nothing Yance. He’s a top gun, and
he’s hard, and deadly.”

Yancey smiled thinly.
“That makes two of
us. So it’ll be kind of interesting.”

The Governor started to argue, but Yancey
was unmoved. He adjusted his hat, nodded curtly and moved to the
door.

“I’ll be on my way, Governor.
Bodie’s had long enough.”

“You might as well travel with
us.”

Dukes’ words stopped Yancey in his tracks.
“What?”

“Kate and I are headed for San
Antonio on the evening train. Official function at the Alamo
Museum. Dedication of a new statue. Usual pomp and ceremony, brass
bands, troop of Rangers to take up salute and so on. You might as
well travel down in my special car, Yance.”

“Might as well,” Yancey finally
agreed.

He wore the frown most of the
way to San Antonio on the train in the Governor’s specially-equipped and
outfitted car. Kate Dukes, the Governor’s daughter and companion at
such official functions, tried to wipe the frown away, but Yancey
gave her only a faint smile. They were discreet lovers, had been
for several years now, but there could be no marriage for them
until the Governor passed on. He suffered from a chronic heart
ailment and it had been Kate’s mother’s death-bed wish that she
care for her father for as long as either lived. Kate took this
promise seriously, bore the burden of official business that went
with the Governorship, easing the load as much as possible for her
father. She loved Yancey, but she would never leave her father’s
side as long as he needed her.

“What’s bothering you, Yancey?”
she asked on the observation platform as he leaned against the
rail, smoking. “You’ve hardly spoken or smiled since we left
Austin.”

He shrugged. “Feel a mite uneasy, I guess,
about you and the Governor being there when I go after Bodie. Just
a feeling.”

She smiled as she clung to his
arm. “Don’t
be silly, Yancey. San Antonio’s a big place now.”

Yancey nodded, but he
couldn’t
shake the feeling. It stayed with him all the way to the San
Antonio siding and there it increased ten-fold.

After all the cheering
and the sounds of
the welcoming music had died away, an Army Captain saluted the
Governor and announced;

“They’re waiting for you at
Ranger H.Q., Governor, so if you and Miss Dukes would step this
way, I have an escort ready for you.”

Dukes, with Kate on
his arm,
nodded and walked down the lines of cheering folk towards a squad
of mounted soldiers in full ceremonial uniform surrounding a
specially-prepared and gaily-decorated buggy.

“What’s this about Ranger
Headquarters?” Yancey asked quietly of the Lieutenant walking
stiffly beside him.

“Inspection of the Troop on the
parade ground,” the officer told him out of the corner of his
mouth. “Then a full-scale parade through town and out to the site
of the Alamo. Lots of show, biggest this place has ever
seen.”

Yancey broke away, pushed
through the line of soldiers and into the crowd. He caught a
glimpse of Kate’s startled, white face as she turned to watch him. He
headed for the livery stables at the end of the street.

Yancey’s progress was slow. Folks had come
in from miles around to see the Governor. By the time Yancey
reached the stables and located the livery man, the Governor and
Kate, with their escort, were already on their way to the
white-painted adobe building of Ranger Headquarters at the end of
Mortar Street.

Yancey knew his way around San
Antone. On his hired mount, he took to the back streets, but he
cursed when he found his progress again slowed. All the
visitors’
buggies, buckboards, wagons and mounts had been tethered back here
so as to keep the main thoroughfares clear for the
parade.

He weaved and cursed and yelled
his way through and when he finally reached the green lawn, with
its two white-painted Civil War cannon and the pyramids of cannon
balls set up on either side of the flagstaff, the
Governor’s
party was already mounting the steps.

The parade ground, he
knew, was in
a quadrangle formed by the Ranger buildings. Yancey shoved past the
lines of soldiers but found his way barred by a sentry who didn’t
know him. Finally a Sergeant of Troop, who recognized the enforcer,
allowed him to enter.

“Where’s Harlan Bodie, Dixie?”
Yancey asked the burly Sergeant.

“Gettin’ into full uniform in his
office, I reckon. He’s takin’ the ceremonial parade. Governor’s a
few minutes early. That Army Captain’ll keep him busy showin’ him
round the Post, I reckon, till Cap’n Bodie gets out on the parade
ground.” The Sergeant then noticed Yancey’s worried expression.
“Trouble, Yance?”

“Mebbe. Explain later, Dixie. Gracias,
amigo.”

Inside the building, Yancey
turned down the corridor to where he knew Harlan
Bodie’s
office to be. It fronted the Captain’s small living quarters. The
Enforcer eased his Colt in leather as he rapped on the door. There
was no reply. Yancey opened the door and went in, right hand
closing over his gun butt. He didn’t aim to take any chances with
Bodie. He knew only too well how dangerous the man could
be.

The office was empty. But the
door leading through the short connecting passage to the living
quarters was
open and Yancey heard footsteps. He hurried through and into the
parlor. A man dressed in khaki shirt and darker whipcord trousers,
wearing a highly-polished Ranger star-in-a-circle on his shirt
pocket, came into the room, cursing as he struggled to knot his
black string tie. He wore twin Colts on a single, wide buscadero
cartridge belt. He was all of six foot, beefy, rocky-faced, with a
square jaw and a head of black hair that curled tightly, giving him
a mop-like look as it fell in wet ringlets across his
forehead.

Harlan Bodie stopped dead when he saw
Yancey. Then he smiled;

“Hell, Yance! Glad to see you.
Heard you came down with the Governor. He’s caught me on the hop by
arrivin’ early. Lend a hand with this goddamn tie, will
you?”

He stopped in front of the
Enforcer and
Yancey nodded, smiling faintly, deftly tying a bow in the
tie.

“Muchas gracias, amigo,” Bodie
said, turning away to a small, spotted mirror on the wall. He
picked up twin silver-backed brushes and began working on his wet
hair, brushing it back like a gleaming helmet around his temples
and neck, but the crown still continued to curl out of control
across his forehead.

“Aah, to hell with it! No one’ll
see it under my hat, anyway.”

He tossed the brushes carelessly
aside and reached down for his curl-brim hat which had another silver Ranger
badge pinned to the front. He set it on his head, arranged it at a
jaunty angle, turned to look at Yancey, holding his hands out from
his sides. “Well?”

“You look good, Harlan,” Yancey
told him and then palmed up his Colt in a blurring motion, the
hammer ratcheting back with a well-oiled sound as he set the
rock-steady barrel on the Ranger. “You’ll look even better standing
up in court.”

Bodie’s dark eyes narrowed slightly. His
face was sober at first. Then, unmoving, he smiled
faintly;

“Hey, what the hell, amigo! Look,
I’m already on a tight schedule! No time for games, Yance.
Afterwards, I’ll gladly match you drink for drink and we’ll really
go out on the town, but right now I’m due ...”

“Right now you’re due nowhere
except in a jail cell,” Yancey cut in.

Bodie froze. Yancey was getting through to
him, and then some. He started to let his hands fall in against his
sides.

“What is this, Yance?” Bodie
asked, steel edging his voice now.

“Corruption, Harlan. The stink of
graft, dirty money. Money that’s found its way into your hands for
‘services rendered’.”

Bodie was wary now, but trying
to bluff it out. “I dunno what in hell you’re talkin’ about. Now, let’s go,
or the Governor’s gonna have both our tails in a sling!”

“Move an inch, Harlan, and I’ll
blow your knee cap off.”

Bodie’s face straightened. His eyes bored
into Yancey’s. He knew the game was up. Nothing was going to work
now. There was no way he could turn Yancey from what he saw as his
duty. He knew Yancey too well to even try to talk him out of it. He
had known it would have to come someday, but he hadn’t figured on
it being today, nor for quite some time. He had assumed he could
make it to the end of his ten-year service and retire gracefully,
disappear before the smell of his activities reached official
noses.

He had gambled and lost. It sure
as hell wouldn’t be easy to match it with a man like Yancey. But Harlan
Bodie was a quick-thinker, able to make the best of any
situation.

And that included one
like
this.

For a start, he allowed his
shoulders to slump. He knew there would be no point in denying
things; Yancey was too thorough for that. The best way was to let
Bannerman think he held the whip hand ...

“You could’ve left it till after
the parade!” Bodie complained, but without much malice. “Now,
you’ll throw everythin’ out of kilter, Yance.”

Yancey smiled thinly.
“You can bet your
britches I ain’t about to let you go to take any damn parade,
Harlan.”

Bodie shrugged and
sighed. “Had
my heart set on this, Yance. How about if you unload my guns and I
could stand up there an’ no one’d know the difference
...?”

Yancey didn’t say anything. After a long
minute, Bodie sighed again.

“Okay. Thought I’d try. Well, the
next move is yours, amigo.”

“Shuck your gun belt.”

Bodie’s eyes pinched down. “Yancey, we
been pards for a long time ...”

“Which is what galls the hell out
of me,” Yancey told him, tightlipped. “I hate corruption in anyone.
Finding out someone you regarded as a friend is a miserable crook
on the take makes me madder’n hell. And dead set on seein’ justice
done.”

Bodie curled a lip as he fumbled
warily at the belt buckle. “Justice? Hogwash! You think I’m the only one can
be bought? It don’t stop at me, Yance. There’re judges and senators
and others in high places, too, who take whatever’s slipped under
the table.”

“And I’ll get them, too,” Yancey
told him. “Now drop that belt.”

Bodie nodded, lips pulling back
from his teeth. He was pushing the belt tongue through the
ornamental silver buckle when there was the sound of a door opening in the
office and a Ranger came hurrying in, calling Bodie’s
name.

“Parade’s all set to go, Cap’n,
an’ the Governor’s ...”

For a split second, Yancey
turned his head. It was enough. He heard the whisper of
Bodie’s guns
clearing leather and, even before he turned back fully, was
throwing himself sideways.

Bodie’s guns blazed as Yancey fired. The
Ranger Captain had thrown himself sideways too. Yancey’s lead
missed. Bodie’s bullets ripped the floorboards near the Enforcer’s
face, stinging his cheeks with splinters. Yancey rolled, firing
across his body.

Bodie was already on the move towards the
door where the stunned Ranger stood, blinking.

“Stop him!” Yancey bawled as he
came up onto one knee, bringing his gun around in a swift arc. The
barrel struck a chair and his shot went wild.

The Ranger dropped a hand to his
gun and Bodie’s twin Colts roared. He leapt over the Ranger’s falling
body, slamming the door closed behind him. Yancey’s next shot
smashed a hole in the panel. Cursing, the Enforcer lunged across
the room, wrenched open the door and dodged the sobbing Ranger
slumped against the wall staring at the blood on his
shirtfront.

Yancey tore down the short
passage, heard the outer office door close. He ran across
the room,
hurling a chair aside, wrenched open the door and was in time to
see Bodie disappearing around a corner. He lifted the Colt and
fired. The bullet ricocheted from the adobe, spraying a long line
of dust.

He could hear pandemonium
outside and caught a glimpse of the parade ground with uniformed Rangers and
soldiers breaking lines.

There was a short fusillade of shots.

Yancey skidded down the passage,
reloading on the run, dropping some cartridges, hurriedly thumbing
more from his belt loops. His boot lifted and kicked open the door to the
parade ground and he went through in a tumbling somersault, hearing
the gun blast nearby and the thud of lead into the door above
him.

But when he rolled and came up
on one knee, Colt gripped in both hands, the
foresight
seeking Harlan Bodie, Yancey froze with his finger curled around
the trigger.

Bodie was on the official dais.

The Army Captain who had met
them at the railroad depot lay sprawled on the ground at the foot
of the steps, his face half blown away. Governor
Dukes was down on
his knees, holding a bleeding head.

Bodie had his left arm locked
around Kate Dukes’ throat, and his smoking, right hand Colt was pressed
against her head.

“Drop your gun, Yancey, or I’ll
blow her head off!”
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