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It started with
the chance discovery
of a brand new Springfield rifle … part of a consignment that had
been stolen alongside an army payroll fifteen years earlier! It
fell to Yancey Bannerman to discover where it had been in the
interim—and where was the rest of the shipment?

The truth led him to the
tough-talking, tougher-acting Regan brothers, and his closest brush
with death so far when he fell prey to a bunch of masked vigilantes
and one in particular, who wielded a whip.

Meanwhile, Yancey’s partner,
Johnny Cato, had problems of his own. A bar fight left him with an injury
that might just stop him from continuing to be an Enforcer
…
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One – The Springfield

The rider ran the big sorrel into the canyon
at a reckless speed.

He came up and over the rim as if shot from
a cannon, the horse leaping clear off the edge of flat rock and
landing on the soft earth of the down-slope, three yards away. It
stumbled but the man yanked it up, literally, by the reins, and
then it began the dangerous half-slide, half-run into the
canyon.

The man had a gun in one hand and he turned
his apprehensive face over his shoulder as the sorrel skidded the
last yards to the canyon floor. He saw the broken edge of the rim
but there was no sign of his pursuit and he hoped that he had
managed to shake the Enforcer who had been dogging his tracks for
days.

He didn’t have to guide the sorrel. The
horse knew it was on its home run to the cabin at the far end of
the canyon, by the bend of the stream and straddling a small
hogback which gave a clear view of all approaches. The man’s name
was Tip Regan and for the first time in days, he wasn’t scared. He
knew the canyon like the back of his hand. No one could sneak up
and cold-deck him. He would only need to lie low for a couple of
days and then that Enforcer would give up, figure he had been lost
for keeps, and move on to some other part of the range. For Lester
Dukes’ Enforcers didn’t give up easy, though they could be fooled
like anyone else. And Regan happened to know that this particular
hombre, one Cleve Shann, had been trained by the Texas governor’s
top man, Enforcer Number One, Yancey Bannerman.

Had it been Bannerman on his trail, Regan
wouldn’t have reached his bolt-hole, he knew that. The Enforcer
would have out-foxed him long since and run him to earth. Just as
he had so many other outlaws in the past. Bannerman and that deadly
sidekick of his, John Cato, a lethal combination that threw a bolt
of fear through every rider of the owlhoot trail once they came
under the Enforcers’ notice.

Regan holstered the heavy Colt six-gun
he’d been carrying all morning. He hadn’t fired a shot because his
strategy of laying a false trail had obviously worked.

Regan slowed the sorrel, patted the
sweating, slick neck, and leaned forward to talk soothingly into
its ear. The animal had served him well, and not only on this
occasion. Tip Regan was a man who believed in taking care of his
mounts: a man who had to depend on their speed and endurance was a
fool if he didn’t.

Suddenly, there was a rifle shot from the
cabin and the sorrel staggered as the bullet thudded home. Regan
didn’t even realize what had happened as the horse’s legs folded
beneath it and the man instinctively kicked his boots free of the
stirrups, leaping from the saddle and grabbing the stock of the new
Winchester rifle at the last second. The sorrel went down in a
welter of hoofs and dust and Regan hit the ground on his shoulders.
The breath barked out of him and he almost lost his grip on the
rifle. But he managed to hold onto it as he clutched it closely to
his chest and rolled over onto his stomach, skidding sideways
across the slope.

So far there had only been the single rifle
shot but it had been fired with deadly accuracy. Regan didn’t waste
his breath on cursing, though he felt hate surging through him for
the man who had killed his mount. He dug in elbows, knees and boots
and flung himself bodily for the protection of the sorrel’s
carcass.

While he was in mid-air, the rifle in the
cabin cracked a second time and Tip Regan gasped and spun awkwardly
as lead burned across his lower back. The reaction of his nerves to
the momentum of the creasing bullet, corkscrewed his body and he
crashed to the ground, striking his head. Instinctively, he crawled
in close to the warm carcass but there were no more shots from the
cabin.

Whoever it was up there wasn’t wasting
lead.

Regan levered a shell into his Winchester,
scrabbling around, so that he could shoot across the sorrel’s rump.
He put three swift shots into the cabin, placing the bullets close
to the loophole in the shutter to the left of the front door. It
was here that he had seen the spurt of powder smoke when the
drygulcher had fired his second shot.

But Regan was lucky; he had drawn Cleve
Shann, a tough enough ranny by all accounts, and mighty deadly with
knife and gun, but a mite short on the necessary in the trailing
department. Regan had thrown him off just after sunup that
morning.

For days they had played hide-and-seek in
the ranges and Regan hadn’t yet figured just how Shann had managed
to get onto him in the first place. He had an idea it was likely
that damn half-breed Indian girl he had dallied with near Red River
Crossing after being paid in gold for the last shipment of whisky
to the reservation beyond White Cloud. She would have told Shann
where to go. By now there would have been massacre raids on the
buffalo hunters and the lonely settlers in the area and the scalps
of men, women and children would be hanging on the warrior poles
outside the teepees. But that part never bothered Regan. Gold was
all he wanted out of life—gold and what it could buy. How he got it
made no difference as long as it stuck to his fingers long enough
for him to have a high time.

The cabin came into sight as he thundered
down the canyon and turned the halfway mark, around the sandstone
wall that jutted out above a sandy waste where the stream
meandered. Tip Regan grinned tightly. It wouldn’t matter if Cleve
Shann did find his way to the canyon. Once in the cabin, he could
command all approaches and he had the latest Winchester .44/40 with
plenty of spare ammunition to back him up. He had heavy bars for
the doors, loopholes in the wooden shutters and front door, plus a
secret trapdoor exit under the stone-flagged hearth. Shann didn’t
have a chance and Regan wouldn’t have a worry in the world. Two
days would be long, enough, he reckoned. Then he could slip out,
leave the canyon by the secret tunnel that would bring him out on
the west side of the range and then it would be a clear, straight
run down to Curt and Randy in Skirmish Flats.

After the deal he’d rigged, they would
welcome him with open arms and he would have proved once and for
all that, kid brother or not, he had what it took when it came to
putting a little illegal gold into their pockets.

There was still no sign of Shann or anyone
else on the rim as the sorrel started up the hogback towards the
cabin and Tip.

The pain was spreading across his back and
sensitivity was returning to his skin so that he could feel blood
trickling from the bullet burn. Half an inch lower and his kidneys
would have exploded inside his body—and he would be dying in
screaming agony. The thought made him angry and he let his fury get
the better of him as he gathered himself and lunged upright with a
wild yell. Leaping the dead horse, he ran for the cabin, rifle butt
braced into his hip, working lever and trigger, emptying his
magazine as he went.

It gave him the cover he desired as the
bullets chewed splinters from the cabin door and window shutters.
He flung the empty rifle aside and palmed his Colt as he slammed
into the door, panting and reeling a mite dizzily. He turned the
Colt’s barrel against the latch and triggered, twice.

Splinters erupted around the lock and he
threw his shoulder against the planks. He wondered if the man
inside had dropped the heavy cedar bar across; if he had, then
Regan was wasting his time.

But the door burst inwards and for a
split-second Tip Regan knew just how foolish a move he had made in
charging the cabin instead of trying to hunt for cover down the
slope. He might have been able to make his way to the secret
tunnel. Instead, he had let his emotions go—and it was going to be
the death of him.

He brought up the Colt but the man inside
triggered twice and the rifle blazed daggers of flame that were
clearly visible in the gloom of the cabin’s interior.

Regan staggered and his Colt blasted but it
was a pure reflex action and the recoil jarred the weapon from his
hand as the impact of the rifle bullets into his chest sent him
crashing back through the doorway to flounder and writhe in the
dirt outside. The man with the rifle stepped into the doorway and
lifted the smoking weapon, sighting carefully. He squeezed off a
deliberate, killing shot, placing the lead through Tip Regan’s
head.

As the outlaw convulsed once, violently,
Enforcer Cleve Shann lowered the rifle and stared at the dead man.
Loco fool, he thought. Regan had underestimated him, well and
truly. He had known for weeks about the man’s bolt-hole and had
camped on the canyon rim overlooking the cabin for days, waiting
for Regan to show. Then, impatient to come to grips with the
outlaw, he had ridden to Red River Crossing, knowing the man would
have to come through there on his way back from whatever misdeeds
he had been up to at White Cloud. Running into the half-breed
Indian girl had been a stroke of luck.

Regan had treated her roughly, as he had all
his women, but this one hadn’t aimed to carry her scars in silence.
She had willingly put Cleve Shann onto the outlaw’s trail. And once
the Enforcer knew what direction the man was headed, he had played
his hunches, as Yancey Bannerman had long ago taught him at
Ironsite, the Enforcer training ground at Austin. Shann had made
his way to the canyon and hidden his mount, then moved into the
cabin and waited in comfort for Tip Regan to show.

‘Dead or alive’ had been
Governor Dukes’ orders in regard to Regan. Well, he would be toted
in dead and there would be no more whisky-peddling to the Indians
up north. Leastways, not for a spell. Regan’s violent death would
scare the hell out of anyone else with notions of pushing snake
juice to the wild renegades there.

Shann was a man just short of six feet, but
he was solid and fit. He had a fine future ahead of him in Dukes’
Enforcers, the unit of selected trouble-shooters the old governor
used to keep law and order in the Lone Star State. The Enforcers
had much more liberal powers than the Texas Rangers. They could
often bend laws themselves if necessary: results were what counted
and Governor Lester Dukes would turn his head and look the other
way if a man trod on the toes of some local sheriff or marshal in
the process of carrying out his duty. Dukes would back his
Enforcers to the hilt, but he was an astute old man, despite his
age and chronic heart condition, and he soon knew if a man were
abusing the powers he had been given.

Then he was just as merciless with that man
as he was with the outlaws who threatened the security and welfare
of Texas.

Shann thumbed back his hat and glanced
once more at Regan’s body before going into the cabin and bringing
out his saddlebags. He went to the mantel over the crude stone
fireplace, took down a lamp and lit the wick. He let the flame rise
and smoke and then hurled the lamp against the log wall. It burst
into flames and, within minutes, the resin in the logs was
sputtering and fire licked to the split-cedar shingles of the
roof.

Cleve Shann walked out unhurriedly, stooped
to grab Regan’s shirt collar, then dragged the man back down the
slope to where the body of the sorrel lay. Here, Shann squatted,
searching through Regan’s pockets, occasionally glancing up at the
cabin that was rapidly being consumed by fire.

There was only the usual bric-a-brac in the
dead man’s pockets, nothing that would give any clue about future
deals or even if Regan had had a partner in his whisky-peddling
business. Shann swore silently under his breath. Maybe he should
have held off a little and made him talk before finishing him
off.

However, he still had the saddlebags and
the man’s war bag to search. They might furnish the information he
wanted. He glanced at the cabin as he stood and the roof collapsed
with a violent eruption of flame and sparks that shot twenty feet
into the air. Then the front wall sagged and collapsed with a roar.
He was about to turn his attention to the horse when he saw Regan’s
rifle. Shann walked across, picked it up and saw the gravel scars
and scratches on the new wood of the oiled stock and on the blued
barrel. He whistled softly. The newest model. Not many of them
around the frontier yet, though he had been hearing about them for
a spell. Shann figured he would keep it and have Johnny Cato tune
it for him then shoot it in; Cato was an expert gunsmith, likely
the finest in the country. He had owned a gun shop in Fort Laramie,
Wyoming, once, but some enemy had burned it to the ground. The
story went that he had set out after the man into Mexico and blown
him apart with a special gun he carried, called The Manstopper. It
was there he had met Yancey Bannerman and they had
teamed-up.

Shann rested the rifle against the rump of
the sorrel while he uncinched the saddle and then fought and
strained to free the rig from the weight of the dead animal. He had
to scoop a trench underneath the sorrel so that he could pull the
whole rig free. Then he unbuckled the saddlebags and went through
them swiftly.

They contained less of interest than Tip
Regan’s pockets: a sweaty shirt; a pair of socks with holes in the
heels and toes; a couple of boxes of cartridges; a tattered dime
novel with the title page missing; some cheap Indian beads, likely
destined for some woman Regan had had in mind to look up; and some
stale and crumbling soda crackers, together with a buckskin pouch
of dried meal.

Shann swore and scattered the items with a
savage swipe of his hands. Then, he frowned and picked up the two
boxes of cartridges. One was a Winchester package, in .44/.40
caliber, ammunition for the new rifle. But the other packet looked
old, the printing faded, although the carton itself was in good
enough shape. It was wxed in the old style of paper cartridges to
keep out the damp before metallic, self-contained cartridges had
been invented—but even after their introduction, many manufacturers
continued to wax their cartons as an added precaution.

What made the box particularly interesting
was the fact that it was labeled ‘Springfield’ and the caliber was
.45/.70—the heavy, long cartridge for the old, obsolete Springfield
Trapdoor carbine or rifle.

Shrugging, Shann tossed the carton onto
the old shirt and then untied Regan’s war bag from the saddle. He
spread out the bedroll and whistled softly.

In the middle of the filthy, worn blankets
was a heavily-greased Springfield Trapdoor carbine, glistening
under the coating of grease and oiled paper wrappings.

It took Cleve Shann only a brief
examination to realize that it was in mint condition; never even
removed from its factory wrappings. A rifle twenty years out of
date, yet brand new. And Regan was carrying a sealed carton of
ammunition for it.

More than ever, Shann wished he hadn’t
killed Tip Regan until he had had a chance to talk with the
man.


 


 


Two – A Night to Howl

The locomotive panted as it stood at the
head of a long line of carriages and freight cars at the siding in
Oro Grande. The noon heat slammed down like a hammer and sent
pulsing waves to distort the vision, rising from the iron rails
that ran off into the distance of the flats outside the town.

There were groups of people on the siding,
farewelling friends and relatives as the train prepared to move
out. It was already ten minutes late but no one worried about such
trivialities. In that remote part of Texas, if a train arrived the
day it was meant to, most folk were happy; if it arrived within an
hour of the timetable, it was an event.

Among the groups of people on the Oro Grande
siding, were two men standing on the cinders and looking up at the
window of a special car where armed men stood at each doorway.
Framed in the window above their heads were the faces of an old man
with a goatee beard, and a beautiful, but pale young woman. She had
glistening dark hair showing under a wide-brimmed hat, but there
were also white bandages showing under the hat. She reached a slim
hand down to the taller of the two men on the cinders.

He was all of six-foot-two and close to
two hundred pounds, but the weight was evenly distributed. His face
was narrow and hawk like, with a wide, pleasant mouth and gray eyes
that
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