

    
        
          John Benedict, Wanted: The Ghost Who Rode At Dawn

        

        
        
          Lee M. Cooper

        

        
          Published by Lee M. Cooper, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      JOHN BENEDICT, WANTED: THE GHOST WHO RODE AT DAWN

    

    
      First edition. July 9, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Lee M. Cooper.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235422773

    

    
    
      Written by Lee M. Cooper.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Lee M. Cooper

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Tale of the Ages

          
        
          
	          Might & Magic

          
        
          
	          Lair of Darkness

          
        
          
	          The Dystopian King

          
        
          
	          A Tale of the Ages: The Complete Tale: The Starheart Saga

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Town that Never was...

          
        
          
	          Elder Creek

          
        
          
	          Fear Peak

          
        
          
	          John Benedict, Wanted: The Ghost Who Rode At Dawn

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Lee M. Cooper’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


John Benedict: Wanted: The Ghost Who Rode at Dawn

by Lee M. Cooper

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without the prior written permission of the copyright owner, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © 2026 by Lee M. Cooper 

Contents  

Prologue

Part one: Dead or Alive

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Part two: America’s Most Wanted

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Part three: Hell or Highwater

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Part four: Ties that Bind

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue


[image: ]


Now, I know what you’re probably thinking. I’ve seen a lot of western films, and I’ve read  a lot of wild west stories. So what makes this one any different?

Well this story follows a man of mystery, of conviction yet of awful past deeds. He goes by many names, depending on what town he’s in. But for our purposes...he goes by the name of John Benedict. A bounty hunter by day, but a man constantly fighting off his inner demons by night. However, we will get back to him later.

This story begins thirty years ago on a dusky summer night, on a small farm some fifteen miles away from the nearest town...

“Now remember to aim that rifle straight and true boy, just like I showed ya.”  

“I know pa, I know!”

Bang, bang...bang!

“Well damn, three shots and every single one hitting my brand new fence and not the can.”

The father said to his young son, no more than fifteen or so years old.

“Pa, I’m sorry. I’ll mend the fence tomorrow once I’ve cleaned out the stables. I’m almost there, I know it! I’m getting better all the time!”

The father looked down at his son, smiled with a chuckle, and rubbed his head.

“You’ll get there son, another couple years and you’ll be shooting like your old man. Now finish up tidying out here will ya, I’m going inside to help your mother fix dinner.”

“Yes sir” said the young boy.

As the boy ran to the nearby farm fence to clean off the pristine, untouched cans he frustratingly missed, he couldn’t help but stare out at the evenings setting sun. He often would, as he dreamt about becoming a famous cowboy someday. Bringing in the outlaws that plagued the innocent, like in the stories his father would tell him at bedtime. His gun arm was already improving, and he was tall for his age. One day, he thought...one day.

Even though the sky this particular night was clear, and the crickets had begun to come alive in the evening heat, something else came to the boy’s ears. A sound like thunder...no, that couldn’t be possible. The weather was dry and clear, no, this sound came from the thunderous galloping of horses. Yet no wild horses roamed these lands. The boy turned and looked to the distance, past the farm entry gate to a plume of rising dust. One, two...five horses he counted, all mounted by shadows, their long coat tails trailing behind them in the wind like capes.

“Don’t worry honey, I’m only showing him so that one day he can help with the ranch, and if needs be, protect it if I’m not around.”

“Daniel, I know that’s what you keep saying, I just don’t like him handling that rifle out there. What if he hurts himself, or worse, one of the cattle or one of us!”

“Listen, I got it Trish. No harm will come to anyone whilst I’ve got my eye on him. I taught you how to handle your first rifle too, remember.”

Trish chuckled “Yes, and I ain’t afraid to use it either mister,” pushing him in his chest with a playful yet firm shove.

“Ouch, I forgot how hard you can punch” Daniel laughed, rubbing his chest.

Just then, the kitchen door burst open as the young boy came running in, panting heavily whilst stuttering to get his words out.

“Son, hey, hey...what is it?”

“Ma, Pa...some men are headed this way on horses!”

His father grabbed his Winchester rifle from back out of the cabinet, before marching over to his son, placing a sturdy hand on his shoulder.

“How many did you see boy?”

“Erm...five...I think pa, you want me to come out with you?”

“No. No, go hide in the safe place I showed you. I’m sure things will be fine, but this is adult business son.”

“But dad...”

“Go on, listen to your father...go now!” the boy’s mother firmly reiterated.

Begrudgingly, he then ran and popped open a floorboard in the corner of the room. Hopped in, and with the aid of his mother, slid the board back over himself.

“Now remember what we said, whatever happens you stay under there until these men have left you hear? Whatever happens!” said Trish frantically.

“Yes ma’am”

Daniel marched outside, his rifle held loosely in his right hand, as sure enough, a small gang rode upon the man’s ranch. Against the backdrop of the fiery night sky, and the cloud of dust kicked up by their horses, the mysterious men seemed shrouded in shadow on this particular evening.

“Excuse me gentlemen, can I help you? Are you lost or?” 

The men stayed on their horses just on the opposite side of the fence, in silence. Two men either side flanked a central silhouette, on a horse that appeared larger than the rest. Daniel assumed that must’ve been the posse leader.

“Sirs?” Daniel repeated himself, slinging the barrel of his rifle into his other hand, as if to signal his patience had its limits.

Another awkward moments silence passed the men by, before the central shadow signalled his left hand, to which one of his subordinates dropped from his horse to his left. The shadowed man lit a cigarette, cradling his hands around his jawline, the flame of his match briefly illuminating his scarred, stubbled face. As he waved off the match and puffed out a large smoke cloud, the apparent right-hand man now walked to the front of his posse, staring face to face now with Daniel.

“I said, can I help you sir?” Daniel asked once more restlessly.

“Well that all depends now, doesn’t it?” said the shadowed, cigarette smoking man. 

“On what exactly? This is my ranch, we have no valuables here. Just a few cattle and my family. We’re just hard working farmers is all here. Can I help direct you?”

The man lifted his wide brimmed hat, as if to observe the house behind Daniel. 

“Nope. We in the right place all right. I’m sorry, where are my manners. We five here are known in these parts as the ‘Phantom gang,’ you may have heard of us?”

Daniel shook his head.

“Nope. Sorry boys, can’t say as I have.”

“Oh, well that’s too bad. See, they call me ‘Smokin Joe,’ the two boys behind me on your left are brothers ‘Jimmy & Nate, the Griswald brothers.’ Then my other associate to your right is known as ‘Bill the Butcher.’ And the leader of our posse, directly behind me is...well. He’s just known around these parts as ‘The Phantom.’ Mainly because ain’t nobody been able to catch us, see.”

“I see, does that imply that you are wanted men? Because if that’s the case, then look, we don’t want any trouble. Just carry on, on your way and we can go about our business as well” replied Daniel, gently raising the barrel of his rifle towards Joe’s belly.

“Well you see that won’t be possible I’m afraid. We need a place to lay low for a while. And we been riding a long time. Was kinda hoping, you may be able to oblige sir?” Joe said, inhaling a deep intake of his cigarette, before blowing it straight back into his face. 

“Listen gentlemen, like my husband here says, we ain’t no hotel and barely have enough room for the thr...two of us” remarked Trish, walking out from the kitchen area of their home.

“Well, well, well, now. What have we here boys? Sir, you never mentioned that your wife, I assume, was an angel heh heh” Joe said, a creepy smile lacing one side of his face as he took another deep inhale.

“Now you listen here, and you listen good. This is your final warning...leave now, or else” a now rather fiery Daniel exclaimed.

The man called Smokin’ Joe stopped smoking for a second, squaring up to the farmer.

“Or else...what?”

Daniel kept his mean glare upon the man’s eyes, without flinching for a long minute, before turning around and nodding at his wife. Then, he swung back around and cocked his rifle back at Joe’s jawline. This quick turn of events admittedly startled smokin’ Joe, who couldn’t believe the man’s brashness in the face of almost certain death. However, Daniels heroic action was ultimately ill-advised and not the wisest of moves. In that moment, one of the men saddled above, pulled back his coat and like a flash of lightning, removed a razor sharp hatchet which he threw towards Daniels wrist with perfect precision. The blade glistening for a second upon the evenings red sunset, before it cleaved flesh and bone. The hatchet severed Daniels hand clean off from his arm. 

Daniels shocked expression showed his horror, as he fell and watched his hand lay on the ground before him. He screamed in agony, trying to call his wife to tell her to run...but the words would not come. He instead, began to lose consciousness.

“Oh come now Billy, did you really have to do that so close to my new coat? Shit, look at it! Its covered in blood now you idiot” Joe said, casually swatting down his coat as if the blood soaked in, was merely a casual inconvenience to him.

“Well it was either that Joe, or your head would’ve covered him instead!” his posse colleague replied, still sat atop his horse shaking his head.

“Ha ha, well that escalated quickly huh bro?” Jimmy scoffed, nudging his brother Nate who was saddled beside him. Though he remained silent.

“Well boss, you want me to grab the girl? Think she ran off back inside?” asked Joe to his mysterious leader.

The man simply known as ‘The Phantom’ just shook his head slowly, before uttering his only words of the night.

“Torch the house. Her along with it.”

“Heh heh, yes boss. Boys, you heard him! Light it up!”

The other three men dismounted their horses and walked slowly towards the house, the screams of the man’s wife now falling deaf upon the night air. She had barricaded herself in, hoping to find some way of escape or at least, to buy some time. Unfortunately for her, the men outside had lit matches and tossed them at the wooden homestead. The fire quickly spread and took on a  life of its own, as it climbed and scattered amongst the wooden panels.

Inside, Trish frantically tried to lift the boards to reach her hidden son. But the board had become lodged on something and even with the greatest of her strength, she was unable to remove it.

“Maaaaa! Get out, go! I can escape through the back passage down here and out the back of the house!”

“Then go! John, get out now!” she screamed.

“I’m not leaving you here ma! You have to come with me!”

“John just go, NOW! This place is coming down, there’s no way out for me. Just promise me you’ll run to the nearest town, Carson City. Tell the sheriff, tell em that these bastards murdered your family and make sure they catch these sons’ of bitches! Ya hear! NOW GO!”

“MAAAAA! NO!!!!”

With his last teary cry, a flaming beam then fell down above, as the house began to collapse in on itself. The young boy made a mad scramble behind him, down through a secret tunnel that led to the rear plains around his families ranch. A ranch that was now nothing more than blazing cinders. As he crawled out of a hole a few hundred yards away, he threw
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