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“I just seen a man whup our
entire police force. Tooken their guns away and just plain whupped
’em.”

That man was Buchanan. He
wasn’t looking for trouble. It came to him. When the crooked Dodge
City deputies tried to push him around, he just naturally resented
it. His way.

Right from the beginning,
Buchanan was unhappy about the trip to Dodge. But his friend, the
fighter Coco Bean, was after a big match there. It was a chance for
him to win big.

What Buchanan didn’t know
was that a gang of cutthroats had their own plans for the fight.
And that out in the prairie a murderous band of renegades and half
breeds were plotting to destroy the whole town...
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One

 


Buchanan was trim, down to bone and muscle, all two hundred
and forty pounds of him. He rode the big black horse Nightshade
into a livery stable on Front Street in the city known as Dodge in
the state of Kansas. Scars of old battles were upon him; he was
weary from the trip up the Western Trail with a herd of cattle. It
had been an arduous journey fraught with many perils and this was a
time for peace and comfort.

The town was alive but not
overrun with Texas drovers. The last of the herds were either on
the cars for Kansas City or wandering up into Wyoming and Montana
for fattening. The people on the streets were natives—or at least
they were citizens of Kansas. Some of them were decent,
hard-working, God-fearing men and women. Small boys ran with hoops,
played cowboy and Indian, romped with their dogs. It seemed a
peaceable scene.

The owner of the livery stable was wizened, middle-aged,
squint-eyed. His name was Jacob Bell; he employed two young boys
and his own daughter, a buxom young woman who wore trousers and
handled a pitchfork with celerity and ease.

Buchanan asked, “Can I
have a wipe down and a clean stall, please? And oats. Nightshade
hasn’t had oats in some time. I take partic’lar pride in him, you
might say.”

Bell shrugged. “We give
the best. Charge for it, too. Dollar a day, feed extry.”

Buchanan took out five
dollars. “Here’s an advance. Keep account and you’ll be paid
regular.”

“You aimin’ to stay
awhile?” He did not sound hospitable.

“Luke Short is a friend of
mine,” Buchanan explained. “We may do a little
business.”

“Gamblin’ business.” Bell
snorted.

“Prizefight business,”
Buchanan said.

Bell’s expression grew
even more dour. “That black man brought his roan here. He’s your
man?”

“He’s his own man.”
Buchanan had explained this a hundred times; he did so again, with
patience. “He’s the black champion prizefighter of America. His
name is Coco Bean. He is my friend and I have been known to back
him now and then.”

“It’s agin nature, men
fistin’ each other,” said Bell.

“Some think so.” He was
weary of this man. “Just let me unsaddle and show me a stall. I’ll
take care of the horse.”

Bell called, “Mary
Jane!”

The girl came, swinging
her shoulders, toeing in like a man. “Yes, Paw?”

“Take care o’ this man’s
hoss, here.”

She gave Buchanan a
glance, then veiled her eyes. She was not uncomely, her lashes were
long, her skin fair. “Yes, Paw.”

Bell tucked away the five
dollars. “There’s a law agin prizefightin’.”

“Is there, now? The way I
understand it, Governor Glick gave permission.”

“Glick was on the side of
your friend Short when we had the trouble last April and all,” said
Bell sententiously. “Mayor Deger runs this town. Him and the police
force.”

“Uh-huh,” said Buchanan. He was hungry. He
slung his bulging saddlebags over his shoulder and prepared to
depart. “Sorry you don’t approve of us. Just take care of the
horse.”

“Don’t approve of blacks
stayin’ at the Dodge House, neither,” Bell said, following him
toward the street. “Don’t like Texans. That’s the way the people
feel in Dodge. You might’s well know it.”

“Thanks for tellin’ me,”
said Buchanan.

“Get outa town the sooner
and you’ll have the less trouble.”

“Appreciate the advice.”
Buchanan walked faster. The saddlebags were heavy and his rifle in
its scabbard was a nuisance to carry down a city street. People
stared at him, but then people usually did. He was rather florid,
with hazel eyes and sandy hair. The scars on Buchanan’s face were
intertwined with lines he had earned from outdoor living. His
shoulders were ax-handle wide and there was about him an air which
commanded respect from those who were wise to the ways of the
West.

Yet he was first, last, and all the time a peaceable man.
That is, he preferred peace. He would go a long way to avoid
argument. People had to push him into controversy—and usually they
did just that. Right now he was looking to his friend Luke Short, owner
of the Long Branch saloon, a prominent sporting man, to arrange a
profitable prizefight for his friend Coco Bean. It had been the
suggestion of Mr. Short, who was in favor with Governor Glick;
Short was certain that such an affair could be arranged. And
already the keeper of the livery stable—no doubt representing
certain forces of the community—was loudly against it.

Buchanan wanted to be on
the side of law and order. After all, Mr. Short had just prevailed
in what was called, incorrectly, “The Dodge City War.” With his
friends Mr. Masterson, Mr. Earp, Mr. Harris, Mr. Petillon, Mr.
McLane and Mr. Brown, Short had formed “The Dodge City Peace
Commission” to maintain the status quo for ten springtime days. For
ten of those days they had been gloriously drunk but never
disorderly, Buchanan had heard tell.

Of course there had been
local people on the other side, opposed to Luke Short and his
ideas. They were Mayor Deger, all two hundred and eighty pounds of
him, Mike Sutton, Deputy Hartmann, A. B. Webster and assorted hired
guns, toughs, and tinhorn gamblers who did not approve of Luke’s
honesty at the gambling tables. It occurred to Buchanan that Jacob
Bell was probably on the side of the latter element.

But with Attorney General
Thomas Moonlight presiding, the Short crowd had won their point—if
the other saloons could hire lady piano players and singers, then
so could Luke. This had been disputed by Mr. Webster, who owned the
Alamo, a rival emporium, where Mr. Deger had at that time been
employed as bartender. Mr. Webster had been, in fact, mayor of
Dodge City. Thus, Luke had been ordered to close up shop and leave
town. He had done so under protest—and under escort of several
armed men, since Mr. Short was known to be evil-tempered when
crossed and very handy with a short-barreled .38 Smith and Wesson
revolver.

When Mr. Webster’s term of
office expired he had caused Mr. Deger’s name to be placed before
the people as an upholder of decency and law and order. The fact
that Mr. Webster had blithely continued to hire ladies in the Alamo
did not seem to bother the voters. Deger became mayor.

It was then that the friends of Luke Short—who were for the
most part friends to Buchanan also, in other times, descended in
force upon Dodge City—Mr. Masterson, Mr. Earp et al.

There had been no war, none whatsoever, Buchanan knew.
There were none in the entire West who would go up against the
friends of Mr. Short. Together they were an awesome collection of
stalwart and gimlet-eyed fellows who had shot their share of
lawbreakers in every cow town known to history. The Webster-Deger
crowd had comprised. Mr. Short had hired a new lady piano player,
Dorinda Dare, a brunette who had been up and down and around but
was not yet twenty-two years of age, a diminutive lady with a pert
nose, a marvelous lady, big dark eyes and the delicate,
long-fingered white hands so admired by music lovers.

All this was racing through Buchanan’s mind as he stalked
Front Street. He was sorry he had missed seeing his old friends
together, but he was not so sorry he had missed the fun. Buchanan
never got drunk and seldom stayed up until dawn with the carousers
of his acquaintance. It was not, he often stated, in the interest of peace to
so behave.

He was almost at the
entrance to Dodge House when someone blocked his path. He stopped,
shifting his burden, and said, “Howdy, Deputy.”

“Hartmann’s the name.” He
was not a desperado, he was more the city policeman, a medium sort
of fellow. He wore the badge on his vest and was loaded down with
two Colt .45s. “You Buchanan?”

“Tom Buchanan.”

“You ain’t turned in your
guns, Buchanan.”

“Uh-huh. I ain’t wearin’
one, neither. And there’s no ordinance against carrying a rife in a
holder, is there?”

“You ain’t got a
pistol?”

“Now, that’s a dumb question.” Buchanan was
growing hungrier and wearier every moment. “I got two Colt
revolvers. They are wrapped and put away in these here saddlebags.
Which are gettin’ awful heavy. So, if you don’t mind
...”

Buchanan started past the
deputy. There were three other men in his way. He sighed. He eased
the bags down to the boardwalk. He placed the rifle carefully upon
them. He stretched his long arms, twisted his cramped
shoulders.

He asked, “Okay, now. What
you want to palaver about?”

“You got to turn them
pistols in to the office,” Hartmann said. “It’s the
law.”

“You mean that I got to
unpack right here in the street?”

“You got to turn in them
pistols.”

Buchanan looked at the
trio who seemed to be backing Hartmann. Sure enough, each wore a
tin badge. It was not a time to protest. The law was the law, just
or unjust, silly or wise. He leaned over the saddlebags.

Hartmann said, “No goddam nigra-lovin’ Texican can come in
here and pay no attention to our law.”

Buchanan heaved a deep sigh as he straightened. It was not
the first time he had made this mistake. He had, in the interest of
peace, in order not to cause trouble for his friends, backed down
to a mealy-mouthed little man. It always ended the same
way.

They had attracted a
crowd. The three back-up men had crowded in, swaggering, their
revolvers hiked around as though ready for instant play. Hartmann
sneered, his droopy moustache quivering. People stared, little boys
stood open-mouthed, admiring the forces of law. Jacob Bell and some
others had walked down Front Street to be in on the putting down of
the stranger from Texas.

“Did I hear what I thought
I heard?” asked Buchanan, knowing it wasn’t any use but still
hoping.

“You heard me. Nigra lover, I said. And
them puttin’ him up at the Dodge House. Goddam rotten
shame.”

A weak man, thought
Buchanan; give him an inch and he’d take a mile. The three behind
him looked the same sort. These were the ones who inherited the
badges of the Mastersons, the Earps, the Tilghmans. It didn’t seem
right.

Buchanan said, “The man’s
name is Coco Bean. He is black, a champion of champions. He is also
my friend.”

“Like I said, a goddam nigra lover. Open
them bags and shell out with them guns of yourn.” Hartmann made a
threatening gesture with the butt of his
revolver.

Buchanan reached,
seemingly without haste. His movement was languid as he yanked
Hartmann to him, plucked the gun from his holster, ripped the badge
from his vest. Then he shoved the deputy backwards so that he fell
into the other three officers.

“Now,” he drawled. “You
got nothin’ that I haven’t got on me. You want to keep on mouthin’?
Or do you want to back up your noise?”

One of the three deputies
reached for the gun in his belt. Buchanan backhanded him. He too
fell down. The citizen crowd disbanded with such alacrity that in
four seconds Front Street was deserted except for Buchanan and the
four representatives of the law.

Hartmann bawled, “Git him!
Shoot him like a dawg!”

Somehow or other the remaining two were not anxious. They
lingered, whereupon Buchanan again reached for Hartmann, picking
him up. He slapped at the man’s jaw, spinning him around two or
three times. A fat man far down the way was watching.

Out of the Long Branch
saloon there came a small, dapper figure. Hard hat set firmly on
round skull, he peered at the action. Buchanan was rapping two of
the deputies together; confused and frightened they took their guns
and tossed them into the dirt of the street.

The fat man who had been
observing all this turned and waddled into the Alamo. The little
man came hustling in his shiny, neat boots, reaching into his rear
pocket. A revolver appeared in his hand. He called anxiously, “Tom?
Tom Buchanan! You okay, there?”

Buchanan cuffed the
remaining deputy so that he went down in a somersault on the walk.
“Just takin’ care of some people. You got a bad-mouthin’ officer,
here.”

The little man came to the
spot where the men lay every which way. He said, “Yeah. You’re
right as usual, friend. Hartmann and his boys. Nothin’ but big
mouths. You done a right good job, so far.”

“Who gathers ’em
up?”

Luke Short picked up
Buchanan’s rifle. “Just leave ’em lay. Let’s go to the saloon and
have a drink.”

Buchanan said, “Too early
for me. Let’s go to the restaurant and eat.”

“Chinee? Or reg’lar?” Short was already
strolling away from the scene. Buchanan picked up the saddlebags
and followed.

“Reg’lar. But I want Coco to get a meal
into him. He’s bashful in strange towns.”

“Then he’ll be bashful
here,” said Short. “This has become one strange town.”

“I’m beginnin’ to notice,” Buchanan told
him. A restaurant window displayed a sign:
Steaks,
Fries, Biscuits, Cowboys welcome. He went on, “I’ll drop in here. You send
Coco on over, will you?”

He loaded the heavy bags
onto the little man’s shoulder and gave him a gentle shove toward
the Dodge House. There were many citizens of the town who would
have laughed at the sight of the doughty small warrior staggering
under the load—if they had dared. Buchanan waved at him and went
into the restaurant.

A stout, red-faced man turned away from the window. He
said, “I been watchin’ the show. Them people are just about gettin’
up. They’ll sure as fire arrest you later on.”

“Not until I eat,” said
Buchanan. The place was pleasantly cool and dim. It smelled clean
with touches of the odors of fine food. “Name of Buchanan. I’m some
hungry.”

A lilting voice from a
corner called, “His name is Jigger Dorn and he’s a friend. Come
over here and give me a big kiss, Tom Buchanan.”

“Hi there, Dorinda Dare,”
he said. He went to the table and obediently bent down to the dark
little lady. Her lips were red as cherries and much sweeter, he
knew. “Is it so late that you should be up and about?”

“We close early these days,” she said. “Sit
down.”

He hung up his hat on the
floor and sat with his back to the wall, facing the door. The stout
man came over. He had shiny cheeks and round blue eyes and the
appearance of a surprised infant.

“You really hungry?” he
asked.

“Starved.”

“I got a big porterhouse,
that thick. I got mashed taters. I got early greens and apple sauce
and a peach pie and all the coffee you can drink. Cook’s off but
I’ll whup it up my own self. Worth it to see Hartmann and them get
jumped on.”

“Don’t everybody jump on
those dudes?” Buchanan demanded. “What’s happened to Dodge
City?”

“Mayor Deger, Webster,
Sutton and a few others. And Deacon Cox, he’s been persnickety
lately. He owns the Dodge House, or did. Got so you don’t know who
owns what around here,” said Jigger Dorn. “This town needs
somethin’ besides the theayter to warm it up.”

“Like a prizefight,”
suggested Dorinda Dare.

Buchanan said, “Looks like this ain’t the time nor place
for it. Besides which I don’t take kindly to havin’ my friend
called a ‘nigra’ and bein’ arrested for protestin’.”

“New judge won’t fine you
but ten,” said Jigger. “I’ll pay that myself just for the fun of
seein’ you work.”

“That wasn’t Buchanan at
work,” Dorinda Dare told him. “But you better feed him or you might
see him really at it. I know him. When he’s hungry—feed
’im!”

“While you’re at it, make that a double
order,” said Buchanan.

“You expectin’
company?”

“Hey, I plumb forgot. Make
it quadruple. Coco will be over when Luke finds him. He’s hungry,
too.”

“Quadruple,” said Jigger.
He was beginning to become a bit glassy-eyed. “That’s
four?”

“Four,” Buchanan agreed.
“And throw in whatever else you might find around the stove, like
soup or stew or somethin’ filling.”

Jigger vanished, shaking
his head. Buchanan turned full attention upon his
companion.

“You’re lookin’ mighty
peart, Miss Do,” he said, pronouncing it “Doe.”

“Luke thinks he’s got a
fighter,” she told him. “Don’t leave town without checkin’
everything out. There’s money to be made.”

“Leave it to you to smell
it out,” he said. “How’s the bank account these days?”

“It’s growin’,” she said.
“I’ll have enough to open up one of these days, see if I don’t. And
then I want you to be my pardner.”

“That’ll never happen,
like I told you before.” But he grinned at her. “You’ll make out
all right. I ain’t worryin’ about you.”

“You’re not interested in
the fighter that Luke found out about?”

“I’m interested in food.
My stomach thinks my throat is cut,” he said.

“He just got here. The
fighter. He’s big as a house and they say he’s the best in the
whole United States Army.”

“You don’t say.” He saw
Jigger coming with a steaming bowl of soup. The door to the street
opened and Luke Short came in with Coco Bean. Buchanan said, “More
soup there, mister, my friend is hungry.”

Jigger Dorn hesitated only an instant as Coco bowed to him,
then to Dorinda, then sat down next to Buchanan at the round table.
Even Luke paused before joining them. Then Jigger said, “Comin’
up,” in a cheery voice and went into the kitchen again and all was
serene in the restaurant.

Luke lit a cigar and
asked, “Did Do tell you about the new sergeant out at Fort
Dodge?”

“She started to.” Buchanan
spooned soup. “I just plain can’t get interested until I
eat.”

Luke looked at Coco. “You
ever heard of Sergeant Jimbo Connors?”

Coco said mildly, “Yeah. I done heard he was a good man
when sober. He beat a lot of big eastern fellers. But he couldn’t
stay away from the beer. Like John L. Sullivan, they do
say.”

Short chuckled. “True. But
you don’t know Colonel House.”

“Who’s he?”

“The new commandant of
Fort Dodge. West Point. Tough,” said Luke. “Jimbo’s been out there
two months and hasn’t had a beer. Hasn’t even been into town.
Colonel won’t let him make a move. Colonel’s an old boxin’ expert.
Ask him.”

“The Colonel’s got all his
men out there boxin’ each other,” said Dorinda. “There’s a couple
of lieutenants are pretty good, they say. Maybe you could take one
on, Tom. Extra attraction, you know.”

Buchanan finished the soup
and buttered a huge hunk of freshly baked bread such as they had
not seen since the trail drive had begun in Fort Worth. Then he
said slowly, “How many times I got to tell you? I’m a man of peace.
I never fight unless it comes down to a real rub.”

“But you just ...” Dorinda paused, shook
her head. “True. I said it myself. That was no
fight.”

Luke said, “I can get a
purse together of at least two thousand for Coco.”

Buchanan was uneasy. “I
don’t like it. Dodge has changed. I don’t think this is the place
for a fight.”

“Two thousand?” Coco
asked. “Winner take all?”

“You don’t expect to
lose?” Luke was a handsome little fellow. He smiled at Coco,
tilting his cigar. “I’m putting my bundle on the line. You can beat
him.”

“Jimbo Connors is a real
good one when sober,” Coco repeated. “A real, tough good
one.”

“I think we ought to head
west,” Buchanan said. “Haven’t been to Frisco in a long time, too
long.”

“Jimbo Conners, he might have a chance. I
like for the other feller to have a chance,” said Coco. “If he’s
sober, he might have a little bitty chance.”

“He’ll have a real big
chance,” Luke Short said. “The army post will be bettin’ their pay
for a year. The local hot shots who don’t like me will do the same.
It’s a chance to make a lot of money.”

Money did not interest Buchanan as it did the others. He
had been up and down the western country so long and had seen so
many different sides of it that he wanted little more than enough
to eat and a place to sleep.

On the other hand, feeding him cost plenty. He smelled the
steak cooking and sat back and let the others talk. Coco seemed
more than willing to make the fight. And since Buchanan was not and
never had been his manager, the decision was up to the fighter.
Dorinda talked as if the issue had already been settled.

The food came on heaping
platters generally used for serving a dozen people. Buchanan and
Coco dove into them with a will. It was months since they had
enjoyed such food.

Dorinda and Luke looked on and smiled. As purveyors to the
public pleasures they well knew that men were much more pliable on
full stomachs. Jigger Dorn brought a pot of coffee and sat and
stared in utter amazement. Buchanan ate slowly, with great relish,
his mind wandering. He always thought better during a meal, he
believed.

What he thought, what he could not shake off, was the
feeling that this business of fighting Jimbo Connors in Dodge City
or thereabouts was all wrong. It almost spoiled his meal, this
persistent notion ... almost, but not quite.

 


In the Alamo saloon the fat mayor of Dodge wheezed up to
the bar and said, “We got trouble.”

A. B. Webster stood behind
a big cigar, blew smoke. “Like what kinda trouble?”

“I just seen a man whup
our entire police force. Tooken their guns away and just plain
whupped ’em.”

“Now who the hell did
that? Jimbo Connors get into town at last?”

“No army jasper. Some
friend of that goddam Luke. A big son. Tall and wide and sorta
red-haired almost.”

A. B. Webster, owner of the Alamo, former mayor of Dodge
City, nodded his head. His face grew long. “He come up with a herd.
Hartmann must’ve said somethin’ bad, real bad. He’s a peaceable man
when left alone.”

“Peaceable? That
galoot?”

“That’s Tom Buchanan,”
Webster said softly.

Mayor Deger swallowed,
turned to the bartender. “Brownie, gimme four ounces.”

“You’ll need more’n that
if Buchanan takes a dislike to the city government,” Webster
said.

“You got me to run for
mayor.” Deger threw down the whiskey. “You got me into that damn
war. You and Sutton, you wasn’t around to be insulted by Masterson
and Earp and them.”

“Correct,” said Webster.
“What you aim to do about it?”

The fat, perspiring Deger gestured for another drink. He
nursed it, turning the glass around and around. He was not a bright
man. Finally he muttered, “You tell me.”

“Judge Elliot will fine
Buchanan when he appears in court. You tell Hartmann to walk on the
other side of the street when he sees Buchanan. Last thing I want
is to run him out of town.”

“If he’s a friend of
Short’s you got to be agin him!”

“On the contrary. Short’s
a promoter.”

“He’s the smartest gambler
in the country and you know it.”

“He is that.”

“So you goin’ to let him promote anything?
We got the law with us even if Judge Elliot is a drunk
idiot.”

“I’m goin’ to encourage
friend Luke to promote,” said Webster, smiling genially. “I’m plumb
anxious for him to promote.”

“Like what?”

“You know somethin’,
Deger? You are the last person in this town to catch onto
anything.”

“Well, you don’t tell me
nothin’.” He finished the whiskey and shoved his glass back for a
refill. “I’m busy, what with the taxes and the ord’nances and this
an’ that.”

“You’re stupid is what you
are. You know that Jimbo Connors is a famous fighter.”

“I ain’t interested in no
saloon fighters.”

“Not that kind. He’s a
prizefighter. And Colonel House has got him in shape and is backin’
him agin the world. And Tom Buchanan has brought Coco Bean to town.
And Bean is the black champion of America. And Luke thinks Bean can
whup any man alive because Buchanan told him so.”

Deger said, “What about
the governor? It’s agin the law. I’m the mayor, I can’t go agin the
law.”

Webster sighed. “Just
don’t worry about it, Mayor.”

Deger swallowed the drink.
“Okay. Guess I better go talk to Hartmann.”

“You do that.”

“But—Buchanan’s gotta be
arrested. He can’t be allowed to beat up on our police like o’
that.”
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