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Duke Benedict had killed Jory Archer in a gunfight six months earlier. Now Jory’s brother, Teal, was itching to even the score. But to hedge his bets he took along a bunch of the toughest cutthroats ever to rob a stage or blow a bank safe.

	So Duke Benedict decided to get them before they could get him.

	What he didn’t bank on was the Outlaw Queen Clementine Jones.

	Clementine had developed a soft spot for Teal. When he ran out on her, and took some of her best men with him, that affection turned to hate, and a burning desire for revenge.

	Suddenly the odds against Benedict went sky-high … but luckily he had big Hank Brazos to back him, and together they were a veritable two-man army.

	War was declared in the desert ghost town called Hardluck. Before it was over, Boot Hill was going to get awful crowded … and Clementine Jones was going to be dreadful sorry they’d ever tangled!
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Chapter One – Feet of Clay

	 

	“HOLD IT RIGHT there, pilgrim!”

	Flash Johnny Gray, making his way homewards through the murky San Pablo night, halted with a gasp, his right hand darting towards his gun at the sudden harsh command which seemed to come from nowhere.

	A massive shadow, topped off by a battered army Stetson, moved from the doorway of the tumbledown San Pablo Feed and Grain Barn and a hard finger prodded Flash Johnny in the chest. “Relax, shorty. All I want is a word with you.”

	Flash Johnny took his hand away from the pearl handle of his .38, though not completely reassured. A dapper little man given to wearing colorful waistcoats and frilled shirtfronts, Gray made his living as a gambler in one of the toughest towns west of the Mississippi River. Following that profession in such a mean town required nerve, yet staring up at the shadowed face of the young giant looming above him, he found himself shaking and wishing he’d taken the longer, better lit route home by Trail Street.

	“Er ... what can I do for you, stranger?” He knew the young giant was a stranger even though he couldn’t see him clearly.

	“First I need me a match.”

	Flash Johnny fumbled for his lucifers.

	The stranger took the box with a grunt, cracked a match into life on his thumbnail and held it to the brown paper cigarette dangling from his lips. The face that sprang from the gloom was youthful, craggy and burned saddle-brown by the western sun. Flash Johnny noted the thick blond hair and the sky-blue eyes before the match flickered out, leaving him with a very clear impression of a man bigger than most, and passing tough, if he were any judge.

	“You got the fancy look of a dude, shorty,” the stranger declared, passing the matches back. “Gambler?”

	The remark annoyed Flash Johnny and he momentarily forgot his fear. “You’ve got a mighty hard tongue for a stranger in a strange town, mister,” he said sharply, but his anger dissipated as the young man’s white teeth flashed in a smile.

	“Hell, don’t take offence,” the giant said. “Never meant to rile you none—just makin’ sure I read your brand right. Name’s Brazos. Lookin’ for a pard of mine who fancies your line of pleasure—if you’re a card sharp, that is. Figgered you might have seen him about.”

	“Might have,” Flash Johnny said guardedly. “What’s his name?”

	“Benedict. Right flashy dude with—”

	“Duke Benedict?” Gray broke in. “The feller who killed Jory Archer?” He started to back away in alarm. “Goddamn it, I don’t want anything to do with any partner of his, Brazos. He’s nothin’ but trouble.”

	“Now hold hard there, pilgrim,” Brazos protested, reaching for him, but Flash Johnny proved too quick and skipped away, showing a nice turn of speed.

	“If you really want him you’ll find him at Pearly Gates’ Saloon, big man,” he called back. “But if you have any sense you’ll keep clear of him, because the way he’s carryin’ on he’s just beggin’ for ...”

	A coach and four rumbled past on nearby Trail Street and by the time the sound had faded, Flash Johnny was just a shadow amongst a thousand shadows, leaving big Hank Brazos stroking his jaw and frowning.

	“Just beggin’ for what? And what’s this stuff about shootin’ Archer? That happened six months back. What do you make of it, ugly?”

	The question was directed at the huge battle-scarred trail-hound that waited in the shadows of the alley-mouth, guarding the Texan’s appaloosa. But Bullpup’s full attention was held by the beady eyes of a packrat shining from beneath the barn, and Brazos was left with the task of trying to figure out a solution to the deepening mystery of Duke Benedict and his lone visit to San Pablo.

	Straight-shooting Hank Brazos had never liked mysteries, while brainwork was not exactly his strong suit. The fact that had led to his presence here, this mid-summer New Mexico night, was that his partner of long-standing had suddenly decided to visit San Pablo and had made it very clear indeed that he didn’t require company. Few men could make a point clearer than Harvard-educated Duke Benedict, and when he had stated that he was looking for a little leisure in San Pablo without, as he phrased it, “Any cretinous, overgrown Texan brush popper cramping my style …” Brazos, being curious by nature, had given him a couple of days head start, then followed from Jubaltown Wells. The mystery had deepened when his search had failed to produce any sign of Benedict at the better hotels and rooming houses along Trail Street. This suggested that if Benedict were here at all, he was living in the sprawling slums ... a suspicion verified it seemed now, by the nervous little dude.

	“Confusin’ but not amusin’,” the Texan murmured, untying his horse and looping the reins over his arm. His nose crinkled involuntarily at the smell of decay that pervaded Old Town, San Pablo, as he started off. He’d seen his fastidious trail partner ride a mile around a dead critter just to avoid the smell. It would take one hell of a good reason to tempt Duke Benedict into this hell-hole, he told himself, striding for River Street. Something even more important than money or pretty women. But what the hell could that be?

	“Beats all,” Brazos muttered, lengthening his stride as the street stretched long and sinister before him. He made for the smoking tallow lamps that marked the front porch of Pearly Gates’ Saloon.

	Where big trouble was already brewing.

	 

	“Benedict, you’re nothin’ but a four-flushin’, two-bit, double-dealin’ snake! Or if you want it plainer, I’m callin’ you for dealin’ off the bottom of the deck!”

	Pete Hogue’s angry words had the effect of a gunshot in the crowded, smoke-fogged confines of Pearly Gates’ Saloon. There were few rules in San Pablo’s sleaziest watering hole, but any man who accused another of cheating at cards, even down here on the wild side of town, had to be ready to back it up.

	The way everybody ducked for cover as the brawny blacksmith stood above his overturned chair advertised graphically that nobody thought much of his chances. It was true that Hogue was a brawler of note, but the handsome figure in black broadcloth and crimson vest who was the sole player left at the poker layout now, was very plainly, not a fist-fighter.

	Duke Benedict wore two white-handled Peacemaker .45s belted around his well-tailored hips. This, in itself, may not have been enough to impress a man like Hogue, but what those guns had once done, certainly should have. And what the Peacemakers of Marmaduke Creighton Benedict the Third had done in San Pablo County just six months ago, was to snuff out the life of Jory Archer, one of the most feared and lethal outlaws in all New Mexico.

	“It’ll be a massacre,” groaned portly Pearly Gates, who hadn’t had a killing on his premises for a record-breaking four weeks. “What made the fool shoot off his mouth thataway?”

	“Mebbe because Benedict was cheatin’, Pearly,” panted one of the players who had quit the table with remarkable alacrity. “And makin’ a right clumsy job of it he was, too.”

	“That’s a dirty lie, mister!” barked the giant in the faded purple shirt who had entered the saloon just in time to witness Pete Hogue’s apparent suicide attempt. “Benedict ain’t no cheat.”

	Pearly Gates and his customers barely spared Hank Brazos a glance before returning their attention to the scene in the center of the barroom. They hated the idea of watching Pete Hogue getting blown out of his boots, yet would have hated to miss it even more.

	The picture the motionless antagonists presented was like a still-life painted in glowing, smoky colors; the Herculean smithy standing six feet tall beneath the smoking oil-lamp with fists clenched and chest heaving with honest righteousness; Benedict, a lazy, debonair figure with dark, smoothly brushed hair gleaming like patent leather and a small plume of smoke from his expensive cigar rising straight up in the dead, still air of the room.

	Then the frozen tableau was broken as Hogue reached out to pluck Benedict’s cards from his fingers and hurl them to the littered floor.

	“I called you for cheatin’, you slick-fingered son of a bitch, Benedict. So what are you goin’ to do about it?”

	Pearly Gates, who had no more religion in him than a robber’s dog, lifted his eyes to the ceiling, lips moving. Pretty Betsy, who enjoyed a tepid romance with husky Pete Hogue, made a little whimpering sound in a far corner.

	Then gradually the tense silence began to ease slightly and a whispering murmur of astonishment swept around the room.

	Benedict was taking it, they told themselves. He’s just sitting there taking it. And now—was it possible that Benedict was actually smiling at big Pete?

	It was a smile. And nobody was more astonished to see it than Pete Hogue, with the possible exception of a frowning Texan at the bar.

	“You think I’m funnin’, Benedict?” Hogue snarled.

	“Pete, you’re all excited,” Benedict said placatingly. “Come on, collect your cards and let’s return to our little game of chance. Your luck is surely bound to change.”

	Brazos banged the heel of his hand against his temple, quite certain something was wrong with his hearing. He knew he couldn’t have heard Benedict kowtowing to a rube who’d just called him out. Not Duke Benedict, ex-Union Army captain and hero ... not the Duke Benedict whose flaming Colts and ice-cold nerve had saved them both from more life and death situations than Brazos could put a name to.

	But there was nothing wrong with Brazos’ hearing, for Benedict now had more to say in the same, placating vein. “Let us shake hands and forget about it, Pete?”

	Hogue’s jaw hung open. The smithy had regretted his outburst the moment the angry words left his mouth. Cursed with a violent temper all his life, he was certain tonight’s outburst would be the death of him. But instead of the bullet in the belly he’d expected, he was being met with a sickly smile and the offer of a limp hand.

	Pete Hogue’s courage came flooding back. He took in a huge breath and his brawny chest swelled.

	Benedict continued to wear the weak smile, until Hogue hooked a boot under his chair and heaved. The chair went over with a crash and Benedict somersaulted three times, before coming to rest with his back against the wall. His expensive broadcloth suit was now liberally bedaubed with sawdust, cigar butts and other varieties of filth that littered the floor.

	Brazos closed his eyes. He was hoping that Benedict would remember that this was only a dumb muscle-bound hick, and that Pete Hogue had not bought himself a .45 ticket to hell.

	And then, above the clomp of Hogue’s heavy boots as he advanced swaggeringly on his man, came Benedict’s voice: “Honor has been served, blacksmith. You’ve voiced your discontent with my particular poker style and I’ll concede that perhaps I was a little slick in that last game. If I agree to return your winnings will you call it quits?”

	Brazos’ eyes snapped open to see everybody staring at Benedict in disbelief. The bar was jammed with the lowest Old Town types, petty hustlers, sneak-thieves, rumdums, pickpockets, rough laborer’s, narrow-eyed cowboys, losers and drifters, the scum of a big town. Everyone looked mean or dangerous. The gun, the knife and the knee in the groin ruled here, and it was because of their preoccupation with violent deeds, that the Pearly Gates’ denizens, who had previously treated Benedict with such vast respect, were now so stunned.

	For this man groveling amongst the cigar butts, had been the vanquisher of Jory Archer, one of San Pablo County’s most infamous sons, and a man who could have eaten a dozen Pete Hogues before breakfast without raising a sweat.

	After faltering momentarily in his own astonishment, Hogue flexed his muscles and reached for his man purposefully. He would finish this very quickly, Pete Hogue told himself as he dragged the protesting Duke Benedict to his feet. It was embarrassing to see any man show completely yellow, doubly so when it happened to be a man of Benedict’s enormous vanity. Concentrating everything on ‘making it quick’, the blacksmith drew back one hammer-hard fist and was hurling it towards Benedict’s pale and handsome face when a hand, even bigger than his own, seemed to shoot from nowhere to clamp over his wrist like a vice.

	“Not today, pilgrim,” Hank Brazos said softly as the enraged smithy released Benedict and struck at him. Then Brazos’ shoulder dipped and his fist drove up and under Hogue’s ribcage.

	The fist didn’t travel more than six inches yet the smith seemed to snap in the middle from the impact, striking the floor with his hard head then tumbling sideways like a bag of wet chaff, out to the world.

	“The party’s over, folks,” drawled Brazos, drawing his Colt just in case the smithy had any friends who might be tempted to buy in. Then he turned to Benedict, opened his mouth to speak, but got no further.

	The man he’d just saved from a certain brutal beating was glaring at him with a look that would peel paint.

	“You stupid, interfering oaf!” Benedict accused in a fierce whisper as his hands brushed his coat. “Will you get out of my sight before I lose my temper.”

	Now, Hank Brazos had ridden too long with him to expect much in the way of gratitude from vain Duke Benedict. But if he didn’t expect gratitude, neither did he anticipate naked hostility, and he’d seldom seen the other look more hostile than at this moment.

	“Yank,” he said as Benedict made to brush past, “won’t you tell me what the tarnal is goin’ on?”

	“Vanish!” Benedict spat from the corner of his mouth, then headed for the bar calling loudly for whisky.

	Brazos stood his ground for a full ten seconds longer before spinning on his heel and heading for the doors, angry clear through. A fat man in coveralls and a bowlegged cowboy wearing alpaca chaps were slow to get out of his way. A flying elbow and a slamming shoulder sent them spinning in opposite directions and the giant Texan heard a fearful voice croak, “For God’s sake let him go!” as he slapped open the batwings and strode out into the night.

	Though slow to anger, Brazos had temper enough when stirred and he
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