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Duke Benedict shook his head. “He’s bluffing. He won’t shoot.”

	Slattery’s thumb curled back the hammer of the .38. The girl’s body went limp in Slattery’s grip, her eyes huge pools of terror. The sound of Roley Dukes’ nervous cough came loud as a gunshot in the sucked-in silence. Then Slattery started working the girl towards the batwings, and Benedict took two
swift steps to cut him off.

	The color drained from Slattery’s ugly face. “Goddamn you, I’ll shoot!” he almost shrieked.

	“Shoot and be damned,” said Benedict.

	  



	




	[image: Image]

	 

	 


 

	BENEDICT AND BRAZOS 12: SHOOT AND BE DAMNED

	By E. Jefferson Clay

	First published by Cleveland Publishing Co. Pty Ltd, New South Wales, Australia

	© 2020 by Piccadilly Publishing

	First Electronic Edition: September 2020

	Names, characters and incidents in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

	All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information or storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the author, except where permitted by law.

	This is a Piccadilly Publishing Book

	Series Editor: Ben Bridges

	Text © Piccadilly Publishing

	 


 

	 

	Table of Contents

	One – Hard Times for Hellions

	Two – Brazos Takes a Ducking

	Three – The Fugitive Kind

	Four – When Badmen Meet

	Five – Too Fast, Too Deadly

	Six – In the Dinosaurs

	Seven – A Pretty Little Filly

	Eight – Outlaw’s Shadow

	Nine – Doonerville

	Ten – True West

	About the Author

	

	 


 

	One – Hard Times for Hellions

	 

	The muzzle of Slattery’s stumpy .38 was pressed hard against Lulubelle Maloney’s soft breast. “Back off!” the bad man ordered the two tall men. “Back off, by God, or I’ll let her have it!”

	The denizens of Whiplock’s Royal Palace Saloon backed swiftly away from the bar. Barkeep Roley Dukes reached towards his sawn-off shotgun, thought better of it and headed crabwise for the rear of the place. “Please,” breathed Lulubelle as the bad man shoved the .38 deeper. “Please ... do as he says!”

	“Good advice, pilgrims!” snapped Slattery. “She knows me. She knows I ain’t bluffin’!”

	Big Hank Brazos, a one-time Texas cowboy turned manhunter, was ready to believe him. It was important to him and his partner, Duke Benedict, that they question Jake Slattery, but it wasn’t nearly as important as an innocent girl’s life. His hand shifted away from the walnut-butted Colt .45 on his hip.

	“He’s holdin’ the aces, Yank. Let the buzzard go.”

	Duke Benedict shook his head. “He’s bluffing. He won’t shoot.”

	Slattery’s thumb curled back the hammer of the .38. The girl’s body went limp in Slattery’s grip, her eyes huge pools of terror. The sound of Roley Dukes’ nervous cough came loud as a gunshot in the sucked-in silence. Then Slattery started working the girl towards the batwings, and Benedict took two swift steps to cut him off. 

	The color drained from Slattery’s ugly face. “Goddamn you, I’ll shoot!” he almost shrieked.

	“Shoot and be damned,” Benedict said. He spoke softly, but his words reached every corner and every ear. And amongst the horrified glances he drew was that of his huge trail partner.

	“Damn your eyes, Benedict!” Brazos blurted, white-lipped. “Ain’t you got the sense of a lamebrain tad? This little Judas means it.”

	Again handsome Duke Benedict shook his dark head. He prided himself on knowing men, and he seldom guessed wrong. When Slattery had grown nervous under their questioning about Big John Logan, he’d slipped the sneak gun from under his vest. A man would have braced them with the .38, but Slattery had grabbed the girl. Benedict was betting that a man who didn’t have the guts to fight wouldn’t have the nerve to murder a girl in cold blood.

	He was betting Lulubelle Maloney’s life on it as he stepped towards Slattery. Sweat burst from the bad man’s face and his gun hand trembled. Hank Brazos turned his big head away, but found that was worse than looking. When he glanced back, Benedict was reaching out for the gun.

	“Hand it over, Slattery.” His voice was contemptuous. “Hand it over quietly and I’ll promise not to make you eat it.”

	It was crazy. Jake Slattery was shaking all over, eyes bugged and sick in his glistening face. He swore, took a fresh grip on the gun and then Benedict’s right hand flashed out with lightning speed to snatch the little weapon from his fist.

	Lulubelle, who’d been too frightened to faint until now, went down with a rustle of silk as the Royal Palace began to breathe again. Then, paradoxically, finding some nerve after his big chance had gone, Jake Slattery dropped the dirtiest word in his limited vocabulary and landed a fist on Benedict’s nose.

	That was a mistake. But Benedict’s reaction to the blow reflected his contempt for the man. He slapped him open-handed across the cheek, staggering him sideways. Then Brazos stepped up and his slap sent Slattery spinning to Benedict. They slapped him from one to the other. Slattery’s eyes glassed over. He lost his balance and his legs began to buckle. They slapped him until he fell to his knees, deaf to the world.

	Duke Benedict adjusted the angle of his hat, glanced around to make sure no one was about to take up the cause of the local boy, then he nodded to Brazos. The big Texan bent, hefted the dazed Slattery with ridiculous ease and draped him across a broad shoulder. Benedict pulled a banknote from his pocket and placed it on the counter. He murmured, “For the girl,” and then he led the way out.

	The customers left their places against the wall slowly as the batwings flapped to silence behind the departing strangers and the unconscious Slattery. Jill Diver helped Lulubelle to her feet and waved a gin under her nose to effect a speedy recovery, while everybody else looked expectantly at Roley Dukes. In one-horse Whiplock, fat Roley was the closest thing to a leader they had.

	Conscious of his position, and knowing they were looking to him to tell them what they should think and do, Roley Dukes considered the situation with a frown. Jake Slattery, a local product had until recently been riding with the notorious Big John Logan bunch up north. As far as Dukes knew, Slattery had quit the bunch, and had been drinking heavily and bragging around town for two days before the strangers showed up tonight. Roley didn’t know what Duke Benedict and Hank Brazos wanted with Slattery, but whatever they’d said to him had been enough to scare him into making that fool play.

	The strangers scared Dukes, too. The saloonkeeper was prepared to admit that to himself, but not to his clientele. Once the private admission was made, Roley became conciliatory.

	“Could be Logan business,” he said after a silence. He waited for that to sink in, then added, “If it is, we don’t want to buy in on that—”

	Sober-faced men nodded. “Yeah,” grunted Montgomery Hudstone, scowling at the batwings. “Could be at that.” Then, hopefully, “I got a feelin’ them two don’t mean Jake no real harm, you know. They said they only wanted to talk with him, didn’t they?”

	“Yeah. Well, they better not do him no harm, either,” Crab-grass Calligan said bravely. “I mean, Jake might be a genuine son of a bitch, but he’s a local son of a bitch—and we got to stick together.”

	Runty Jodie Crump walked to the batwings and stared out. “They’re takin’ him across to the hotel. If they’re wise, they won’t start nothin’ funny over there.” Like Calligan, Jodie was getting braver by the minute now that the danger was past.

	Roley Dukes knew his customers well enough to realize that this sort of talk, if allowed to go on long enough unchecked, might lead to trouble. And Roley had had enough of that for one night. Well, he knew exactly how to nip trouble in the bud.

	“A free round on the house, boys!” he called. “Reckon we all need a drink after that little episode!”

	It was amazing how Roley’s words drained the tension from the room. As they lined up at the bar, nobody seemed to notice how deftly Roley Dukes palmed Benedict’s ten spot to cover the “free round.”

	 

	Rye whisky gurgled into the glass in Hank Brazos’ hand. He said, “Here, Jake, you look like a man who needs a drink.”

	Seated at the table in the seedy hotel room, Jake Slattery looked more like a man who needed a doctor. But the bad man accepted the glass with an unsteady hand, drained it at a gulp and held it out for a refill.

	“Good,” he grunted. “Mighty good.”

	“It should be,” murmured Benedict, a picture of lazy grace as he sat on Slattery’s right to light a cigar. “It’s a full month old, matured in the bottle.”

	Brazos refilled the glass again, then leaned back in his chair, the yellow light gleaming on sun-bronzed features. He toyed with the harmonica he wore slung around his neck on a rawhide cord as he said, “All right, what say we get down to business again, joker?”

	Jake Slattery looked nervously from Brazos to Benedict, then at Brazos’ ugly hound Bullpup who surveyed him with unfriendly yellow eyes from where he lay sprawled on the battered relic of a horsehair sofa. “Can’t help you gents,” he said at length.

	“Don’t try our patience any further, Slattery,” Benedict said. “We want to know about Big John Logan.”

	Slattery flinched, and in his eyes was the same sudden fear they’d noticed when they’d mentioned Logan’s name at the Royal Palace. This puzzled them, for they’d been told that Slattery rode with Logan, and it was Logan, not Slattery, in whom they were interested. They’d heard down south that the man they hunted, Bo Rangle, was pushing north to link up with Big John Logan, and their plan was to seek Logan out before Rangle got to him. Striking Slattery in Whiplock had looked like a lucky break, though beetle-browed Jake seemed to regard it as some kind of disaster.

	“Relax, will you, Jake?” said Brazos. “We ain’t the law or nothin’ like it—right, Yank?”

	“Nothing like it,” Benedict confirmed. “As a matter of fact, we ride the same side of the trail as you do.” He ashed his cigar and smiled. “Owlhoot, Slattery, that’s us.”

	The lie was meant to reassure Jake Slattery, but it had the opposite effect. “I knew it!” the bad man panted, eyes wide and frightened. “You were sent to nail me by Big John. I had you tabbed right from the jump!”

	Brazos and Benedict exchanged a puzzled frown. Then, leaning forward, Benedict said, “Big John is out to get you, Slattery?”

	“You know damned well he is!” The words sounded choked in Slattery’s throat. He made a wild gesture. “What do you want to play games with me for? You gonna kill me? Well, why don’t you get it over with?”

	Brazos’ frown cut deep. “We seem to be beatin’ around the berry bush without boilin’ any beans, Jake. Supposin’ you start tellin’ us why you reckon Big John is after your pelt.”

	“Keeping in mind,” Benedict chimed in, “the facts that we’re not hired killers and have never even seen Logan.”

	Something akin to hope flickered across Slattery’s face as he sat up straighter in his chair. “You really ain’t here to kill me?” His eyes went from one to the other.

	“No,” Benedict assured him, trying to conceal his impatience. “Even if we were, what would you have to lose by telling us what we want to know?”

	That made solid sense. Jake Slattery took another pull on his rye, hesitated a moment longer, then started to talk:

	“I crossed Big John last week. I was fetchin’ him some cash money back from Doonerville and I got to thinkin’ as how he never gave me a fair shake since I started ridin’ with the bunch a couple of months back. Then I got to thinkin’ as how I wasn’t really cut out to ride with a big outfit like that and I decided I’d had enough. Like they say, I took the money and ran.”

	“Well, now we’re gettin’ someplace,” Brazos grinned. “You crossed Logan and you figgered he sent me and Benedict here to settle accounts?”

	Slattery nodded. “I was sure of it when you mentioned his name.” He looked at each in turn. “You got the look of gun sharks.”

	He was only half right. Brazos looked more like a hard case cowboy who might lift locomotives for light exercise, but Benedict with his gambler’s coat and white-handled Peacemakers looked every inch a fast gun. Together, they must have presented a formidable and menacing spectacle to a man as frightened as Jake Slattery.

	Benedict said, “We appreciate your honesty, Slattery. And perhaps you’ll believe us now when we tell you we’re not after you? You could have been dead a dozen times by this time if we were.”

	The bad man grinned. “Yeah, reckon you’re right at that. I guess I believe you now, and it’s sure a load off my mind.” He passed a hand over his brows. “This here shindig makes me realize what a fool I’ve been, hangin’ about here. I mean, I’m certain Big John ain’t gonna let me get away with gyppin’ him. He’ll send somebody after me and here’s the first place they’ll look. I’m gonna hightail it out of this man’s town and fast.”

	“You’re gettin’ a little previous, Jake,” Brazos said. “First you’re gonna tell us where we can find Big John.”

	Almost relaxed now, Slattery looked at them with keen eyed curiosity. “You fellers really bent on lookin’ up Big John?”

	“That sounds as if you have reservations,” said Benedict. “Why?”

	Slattery shrugged. “Well, while you got the look of jokers what know what they’re doin’, somehow you don’t measure up to the breed that’d have a hankerin’ to join up with Big John. They’re a rough bunch, them boys. They live hard, sleep on the dirt, and they eat sowbelly more’n they do side meat.” He looked significantly at the immaculate Benedict. “You don’t seem like no sowbelly man to me, Benedict.”

	“You’ve got him fitted right,” Brazos grinned. “The world’s greatest fancy Dan dude, that’s Benedict.” Then, sobering, “But that’s just by the by, Slattery. We’re fixin’ to ride with Big John, hard scrabble outfit or no, and what we want from you is where we—”

	“Down!”

	Brazos’ reaction to Benedict’s sudden shout was that of a soldier who’d survived four years of bloody warfare, who lived cheek by jowl with danger every day of his life. He didn’t pause, didn’t look about—he just went under the table, grabbing for his gun as Benedict hurled himself full length on the floor.

	Jake Slattery wasn’t as quick. The gun that Benedict had glimpsed winking from the window went off with a cannon’s roar and Slattery was smashed back, his chair going over with a crash. The ambush gun stormed again and the lamp exploded in a hail of broken glass, plunging the room into inky blackness.

	Firing from the floor, Benedict drove three shots through the window, then bounded to his feet. Peering out, he glimpsed a shadowy figure flitting around the corner of the long gallery into the darkness behind the hotel. As he whirled, he crashed into Brazos in the darkness. They cursed, untangled and charged the door. Light flooded into the room as they reefed it open. One glance at the sprawled figure on the floor was all it took to know that the killer hadn’t needed to aim a second shot at Jake Slattery.

	Frightened heads peered from doorways as they pounded along the corridor with Bullpup at their heels. A rear door caved in under Brazos’ driving shoulder and they plunged into the rear yard. The night was inky black, coming alive now with hoarse shouts and the pounding of running feet. Above the welling sounds, they heard the drum of hoof beats fading swiftly.

	Brazos started cursing and Benedict drove his six-gun hard into leather. Duke Benedict seldom swore, but continued to do so now as he stared back at the hotel which was now rocking with noise and confusion.

	“Our damned fault,” he said bitterly. “Slattery told us they would be coming after him. We should have taken precautions.”

	“Seems to me we’d have needed to take precautions and then some against that varmint.”

	“I know what you mean ... a real professional.” Benedict sighed. “Well, let’s get back inside and see what we can do.”

	But there wasn’t anything they could do. According to Roley Dukes, who they could hear yelling as they approached the back door, they’d already done more than enough. They propped in the light thrown through the doorway as the saloonkeeper’s voice reached them clearly from the death room.

	“They went and did it. They shot Jake down like a dog. And me? I was one who agreed they never meant him no harm!”

	Brazos tensed. “Hey, they got the wrong damned idea, Benedict. We better get in there and straighten ’em out.”

	Benedict placed a restraining hand on his partner’s arm. There were a lot of men in there now, all yelling and swearing, and the sounds they made were ugly
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