
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_b10b4e89ffe8aee6c18c3abb2b5311fc_wkInQY_html_2a1b54f9.jpg]

The Home of Great Western Fiction!


 


Brazos and Benedict had fallen out … again. But this time it
looked as if their long partnership really had been damaged for
good. Now Benedict was the marshal of a town called Archangel,
where tensions were running high following a series of audacious
cattle-thefts. And Brazos … well, he’d been hired by the ranchers
to find out just who the thieves were—and dispense some good,
old-fashioned Colt .45 justice when he found them.

Which put the two former friends on opposite sides of the
fence.

To make matters worse, Benedict had woman trouble, as well as
a challenge from a gunfighter called Shane. As for Brazos, well,
the rustling seemed to be coming from a spread run by a dangerous
former Civil War general whose sanity was slowly but surely fading
by the day.

It was a power keg of a situation, and if they were to survive
it, Benedict and Brazos would have to work together, one more
time.

That’s if they didn’t end up killing each other
first!
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Chapter One – Archangel Sunrise

 


“HERE COMES
BENEDICT!”

The voice came from one person
in the tense crowd. All along Frontier Street heads twisted in the direction
of the law office, and chairs and benches creaked as spectators
leaned forward for a better view.

Marshal Duke Benedict came
along the boardwalk for some twenty feet after emerging from the
law office, then he stepped down to the street, straight-backed and tall in
the gray light of dawn. He was immaculate in a beautifully tailored
black broadcloth suit, a black string tie and a bed-of-flowers
vest. On his head was a low-crowned gray Stetson. Twin
white-handled Peacemakers rode his hips. He walked with slow,
steady strides ... and a hundred onlookers didn’t
breathe.

It had been a long time since
there had been so many abroad before sunup in Archangel, but this
morning promised to be a memorable one, and no one wanted to
miss the
occasion.

Manuel Tarrazar, owner of
Tarrazar’s General Store, was on the roof of his shop behind the
parapet. Stage boss, Rod Crowder, and blacksmith, Hec
Lafe,
climbed the fire stairs leading from the alley alongside the store
and joined the fat Tarrazar. In front of the modern facade of the
Frontier Fast Freight Company office, town drunks, Shep Murphy and
Jose Sanchez took long drinks from a bottle without a label. On the
porch of the Texas Palace Saloon stood a dozen or so men. They had
been seated on the long benches before Benedict made his
appearance.

At the far end of the main
street, five sullen men stood near the rails of the Ace Corral.
They wore rough working clothes and a few had their guns out. They
were miners from the Sister Fan, well-known brawlers and hell-raisers. And
they looked it, every one. One of them said, “Look at the pretty
dude,” and they laughed louder than the weak joke warranted. It was
laughter with a nervous edge to it, and it quickly died away. Their
tension seemed to increase as Archangel’s new lawman paused before
the bank for a word with the mayor.

Mayor Wyatt looked edgy as he
spoke to Benedict in low tones, telling the man behind the star
that he hoped bloodshed could be avoided. Calmly extracting a cigar
from a silver case, Duke Benedict said he hoped so, too. It
depended on the five trouble-makers he had ordered to leave town by
sunup.

Jose Sanchez lowered his bottle and
remarked, “The sun she is coming.”

It appeared quite suddenly,
climbing fiery red out of the distant Epitaph Mountains and painting the stucco
walls of Big Grace Hollister’s Gilded Lily Saloon a soft pink. Mist
lifted from the weed-grown lot beside the livery stable, and
somewhere a rooster welcomed the morning.

A stranger emerged from the
front of the
Civic Hotel and seated himself lazily in a rocker on the gallery.
Nobody wanted to look away from the drama in the street, but the
rugged-looking young giant whose ugly monster of a dog sat by the
rocker was eye-catching enough to distract many for the
moment.

From his vantage point above his store,
Tarrazar looked directly down at the man on the hotel porch.

“Who is that?” he asked
his companions.

Rod Crowder shook his head and frowned.
“Don’t know him.”

“Showed up late last night with
Paulo Farrar,” Hec Lafe said. The blacksmith took a long, slow look at
the giant in the purple shirt below, then added, “More trouble, I
guess ...”

The storekeeper and the stage
line operator nodded in agreement. Young Paulo Farrar was leader of
a group of small ranch owners, mainly Mexicans, who were being driven
deeper into poverty by the fierce scramble for cattle that was a
natural by-product of proposed legislation called the November
Bill.

Suddenly all eyes returned to
the street as Benedict started forward again. The marshal’s gray eyes were
focused on the five blue-garbed men before the Ace Corral. Behind
the front window of the Gilded Lily, Grace Hollister pressed a
trembling hand to her generous bosom, while Jose Sanchez and Shep
Murphy forgot their bottle for the moment as the tall figure went
by.

“Good luck, Marshal
Benedict,” Shep Murphy called, then he seemed surprised at his own
words, for lawmen were his natural enemies.

Duke Benedict gave no sign he’d
heard as he continued to walk, almost leisurely,
towards the
five men.

The sun had cleared the Epitaphs now, making
a brilliant shield of the brass kickplate on the door of the Civic
Hotel.

The slab-shouldered stranger in
the faded purple shirt leaned forward in his rocker as Benedict
went past. Taking the cigarette from his mouth, he whispered:

“Give ’em hell,
Benedict.”

The whisper didn’t travel farther than the
edge of the gallery and hadn’t been meant to. Hank Brazos set his
cigarette between his teeth again and frowned after the lawman’s
tall figure.

The miners fanned out a little as
Benedict approached with his easy walk. The biggest of the bunch,
Burk O’Reilly, a knuckle-scarred giant with the arms of an ape,
growled softly, “I’ll handle the dude.” Then he bellowed: “Far
enough, badge-packer!” as Benedict drew within gun
range.

But Benedict didn’t alter his
pace. He came on with his hat tilted forward against the
sun. O’Reilly dropped a curse and his huge hand stole towards
the butt of the six-gun that jutted from the waistband of his
patched-up pants. Behind him, the others muttered
uncertainly.

“I’ll shoot the first man
who draws a gun,” Benedict warned.

Indecision worked over their
faces as an excited murmur of admiration for the lawman’s nerve
washed along the street. The miners seemed mesmerized by the lawman’s icy nerve.
Benedict’s hands were still clear of his guns, yet he was acting as
if he held the advantage. Then, with a bare ten feet separating
them, Benedict suddenly halted, his feet wide apart, the morning
breeze toying with his string tie.

“Get rid of those guns!”
he ordered.

They were rough men who’d
always bowed to the dictatorial authority of mine owners and
overseers. They were accustomed to being addressed in this way,
accustomed to obeying. In Duke Benedict’s voice and manner now,
they recognized that same hated yet feared authority.
Instinctively, against their wills, they dropped their gazes under
the impact of Benedict’s unflinching gray stare, and then four of
them dropped their guns to the thick dust of Frontier
Street.

Only Burk O’Reilly hesitated. As
self-proclaimed leader of the rapidly dwindling work force at the
played-out Sister Fan mine, it had been O’Reilly’s pride that had
led him to challenge the new badge-packer’s authority by starting a
ruckus at Grace Hollister’s place last night. And it was O’Reilly
to whom Benedict had directed his order to leave town and stay out
for a week. O’Reilly’s ringing rhetoric at the Texas House Saloon
had persuaded his companions to stay on in defiance of the order,
and now it was up to him to show his own men and the whole town
that he couldn’t be handled by the new town-tamer.

His gun jerked from his belt.

Benedict’s right shoulder
dipped and O’Reilly found himself staring into the muzzle of a
six-gun. His brows shot up in astonishment as his partner Cut Brown
gasped:

“Judas, Burk, get rid of it! You
can’t match this gun-shark, man!”

“Gun-shark!” O’Reilly breathed
bitterly, his scarred mouth twisting. “That’s the right name, ain’t
it, Benedict? You ain’t real law. You ain’t nothin’ but a
gun-packer they pinned a badge on.”

“Drop it!” Benedict’s
voice was thin.

“Take it!” the bruiser snarled,
and threw the gun to the dust. His face was dark with fury as he
hunched powerful shoulders developed through long years of hacking
into grudging stone in the dark bowels of the earth. “I shoulda known you’d
come gunnin’, Benedict. Shoulda known that no fancy fingered gun
dude has enough sand in his craw to face a man with his fists. That
thing in your hand is your guts. Take it away and you’re nothin’.”
The miner spat in the dust, almost between Benedict’s boots, then
he dragged the back of a hairy hand across his mouth.
“Less
than
nothin’.”

Benedict looked at the other miners. “Move
across to the walk.”

Again there was the same
authority to which they responded like trained dogs. But Cut Brown
hesitated, looking at Benedict with fear now.

“Marshal, you ain’t gonna gun my
pard down like a—”

“Move, Brown!”

Brown looked apologetically
at O’Reilly,
then he shambled after the others. Down along Frontier Street,
onlookers had crowded into the street from the walks for a better
view, and now they saw Benedict house his Colt before walking
slowly up to O’Reilly, who stood as if his feet were rooted in the
dust. O’Reilly’s eyes flicked at the holstered guns, then went up
to the handsome face. His fists were bunched at his sides. He
yearned to smash his knuckles into that good-looking
face.

“Go ahead, miner,”
Benedict said softly, halting before him. “Try it.”

“What?”

“Try and take me. I intend to
whip you,
O’Reilly, and then perhaps you’ll acknowledge who is running things
here and refrain from breaking up any more saloons.”

“You’re bracin’ me?” O’Reilly said incredulously. Then a ferocious grin split
his ugly face as he moved in. “Gun-packer, you’re beggin’
for—”

Benedict’s left snapped out and
cracked into O’Reilly’s mouth. Surprised, the miner came to a halt. Then
an oath choked past his bloody lips and he swung a ferocious
haymaker that found nothing but air as Duke Benedict weaved away
with a boxer’s grace and pistoned another left to the mouth that
sent O’Reilly staggering back six paces before he could regain his
balance.

All along the street now,
Burk O’Reilly’s friends and enemies watched in astonishment as
the bareknuckle champion of the Sister Fan mine reeled and
staggered on his way to a crushing defeat under a fusillade of
blows delivered with speed and precision. But two watchers weren’t
in the least surprised. One was Grace Hollister, Duke Benedict’s
one-time lover from another place; the other was Hank Brazos on the
gallery of the Civic Hotel, Benedict’s one-time friend
...

Finally O’Reilly hit the street on his
face. Benedict took a kerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his
cheek where O’Reilly’s solitary connecting punch had left a faint
mark. “Take him away!” he called to the miners. When they reached
him, he added quietly: “One week, gentlemen,” then he spun on his
heel and went back down the street.

Mayor Wyatt hurried out into
the middle of the street, and Tarrazar, Crowder and
Hec Lafe
scuttled down the fire escape to intercept the marshal as he drew
level with the store. They grouped about him, expressing their
admiration as a beaming Wyatt extended a pudgy hand.

“Splendid work, Marshal,
splendid work! I doubt that we shall be having any more trouble
from that quarter for a while.”

The plaudits
came thick
and fast then, for it had been the violent excesses of miners along
with the increasing trouble caused by the swelling numbers of
out-of-work Mexican cowmen, that had finally goaded the Archangel
Town Council to seek the services of a town-tamer. The exhibition
just over was solid proof that in selecting Duke Benedict they had
made a superb choice.

The sentiments of the group
gathered around the tall figure of the marshal were shared largely by the
trouble-weary citizens along the walks and porches. But there were
a few exceptions, and one in particular—Pablo Lobato.

Lobato was standing by the
hitchrail in front of the hotel as his fellow citizens crowded
around
Archangel’s new hero, but there was no admiration in the heart of
Pablo, just a sick, festering hate. It was many months since
Archangel had had its own lawman, but the last gentleman to wear
the badge had been a Mexican-hater. He had shot down a drunken,
unarmed vaquero in Frontier Street one night, an action that had
forced the council to fire the man. The dead vaquero was Lobato’s
brother, and people said that Pablo had been a little crazy ever
since ... though everybody seemed to have forgotten that Pablo had
vowed to exact his vengeance if they brought another lawman to
Archangel.

In Pablo’s sick brain, all
lawmen had become one—and this too-handsome man of whom they were
making so much fuss was surely that killer with the star who had
gunned down poor Manuel ...

The Mexican’s attempt to draw
his rusted old pistol from within his shirt was clumsy, as were
most of Pablo’s actions, but because of the attention being focused
on Benedict nobody caught the sudden glint of sunlight on gun
metal—except Hank Brazos.

Exploding from his rocker, Brazos threw
himself at the would-be assassin. His shoulder slammed against the
Mexican’s back and sent him down to the street on his stomach.

Every head whirled as the
dropped Colt exploded harmlessly. Benedict saw the
downed
Mexican first, then the smoking Colt, then his gaze went to Brazos
as the big Texan’s momentum carried him towards
Benedict.

Benedict immediately knew how close he’d
come to death, but there was no gratitude in his face.

“You!” he said coldly.


Chapter Two – Friends and Foes

 


PABLO LOBATO’S DARK
head lolled as
Paulo Farrar and three others hastily carried him away.

“We will take him home to Villa
Madera, Marshal Benedict,” Farrar called apologetically over his
shoulder. “You have our solemn word that he will never trouble you
again.”

“Sick in the head,” Carrizo
called. “Gracias, Marshal, for being so understanding.”

Benedict said nothing. He was
no longer interested in a wild-eyed fool who obviously belonged in
a hospital and not a jailhouse. With the sunlight glinting bronze down one side
of his lean, set face, he turned to look at Hank Brazos again. The
Texan had built a cigarette, and now he scratched a match to life
on his thumbnail and lit the smoke. Standing truculently by his
side, Bullpup growled at Archangel’s new marshal. Not even a year
in Benedict’s company, as he and Brazos had tracked killer Bo
Rangle across the West, had made Brazos’ dog warm to Brazos’
one-time trail partner. And the dislike was mutual.

Brazos flicked his match
away and the
taut silence seemed to deepen. Then Benedict, aware of all the
curious eyes, gestured towards the hotel and strode up the steps.
Hank Brazos sucked a couple of times on his Bull Durham before
following. He found Benedict waiting in the deserted lobby, looking
mean clear through.

“All right, mister,”
Benedict snapped. “What the devil are you doing here?”

Hank Brazos half-grinned.
Smiling came easier than frowning to his easy-going nature, but
there wasn’t even the suggestion of an answering smile on
the cold face of
Duke Benedict.

“Would you believe I’m
workin’, Yank?” he drawled, propping a big boot up on a
chair.

“No, I
wouldn’t.”

“What would you believe
then?”

“That you followed me
here.”

“Why should I do
that?”

“I think I know the answer
to that, my
rustic friend. As I recall, every time it seemed that our benighted
partnership had come to an end, you managed, through some
subterfuge or other, to force me to resume our ludicrous
relationship.”

“Hey, go easy on them ten-dollar
words, Yank. I’m just a simple cowpoke, like you know—”

“You’ve used that simple
country-boy routine once too often, mister,” Benedict cut in. He
walked slowly towards Brazos, eyes like chips of steel. “I want you
out of this town, Johnny Reb. I thought I made
myself clear
in Tiber that our partnership was finished, and by God it is. I’ve
had you slowing me down and fouling me up too long, mister, and
that’s as simple as I can make it.”

Hank Brazos’ blue eyes clouded.
What he had said about taking a job here was true enough, though he knew he
mightn’t have considered accepting such a dangerous chore if
Benedict hadn’t been appointed town marshal in
Archangel.

“Look, Yank—” he began placatingly, but
again he was cut off.

“Forget the dialogue, Brazos.
I realize
you saved my neck out there, and I’m grateful. But I still want you
to leave Archangel—and quickly.”

“Judas!” Brazos retorted,
growing angry now. “All I did was try and stop you makin’ a fool of
yourself over that Flint gal and—”

“A gentleman doesn’t bandy a
lady’s name
around in an argument, mister.”

“That’s just the point.
She ain’t a
lady. She’s nothin’ but a cheap little gold-digger who—”

“Don’t push your luck, Johnny
Reb,” Benedict warned. “Thanks to your loud-mouthed concern for my
welfare in Tiber, the lady in question elected to call it off, and by
glory, mister, I’m not having you tramp your oversized boots all
over my business down here as well. Now—throw a leg across that
monster you call a horse, whistle up that gargoyle you erroneously
consider a dog, and get the hell and gone out of my
town!”

A slow change had worked over Hank Brazos’
craggy young face as the other spoke. Now his eyes and voice were
cold, too, as he said, “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I’ve got a job, like I
said.”

“Doing what?”

“Helpin’ these rancheros get a line on
who’s been runnin’ off their stock.” Brazos shrugged. “Seems they
heard about me trackin’ Dooley Rhodes down in Tiber, so they
figured I might be able to help some down here.”

“I see,” Benedict said thinly.
Then he nodded slowly. “Very well, Johnny Reb, if that’s the way of it, then
that’s








































































cover.jpg
THEY WERE OLD ENEMIES THROWN INTO AN UNEASY ALLIANCE
TG

"BENEDICT®
%ERAZQ§~

ah FOOL WITH%AaF‘A‘ST GUN





tmp_b10b4e89ffe8aee6c18c3abb2b5311fc_wkInQY_html_2a1b54f9.jpg
PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





tmp_b10b4e89ffe8aee6c18c3abb2b5311fc_wkInQY_html_m4e7443e0.jpg
E. JEFFERSON CLAY

BENEDICT AND BRAZOS 21:

FOOL WITH A
FAST GUN

=\
Z———

PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING

2021






