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	The Home of Great

	Western Fiction!

	 


A ghost-town at midnight … a hearse driven by a dead man … and a coffin full of gold coins …

	For Benedict and Brazos, it was the start of another bullet-fast adventure.

	Benedict felt they were entitled to keep the loot. Brazos wanted to do the decent thing and return it to its rightful owner.

	But what about Doc Sullivan, the ruthless killer who’d originally stolen and then lost it? He certainly wasn’t about to lose out on a quarter-million dollars. Comes to that, neither was U S Marshal Cleve Elliott, who was determined to reclaim it and send it back where it rightly belonged.

	And then there was Milt Hinkle, and he was the one threat Benedict and Brazos didn’t allow for … because Milt Hinkle just happened to be Brazos’s wayward cousin!  
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Chapter One 

	Two Against Terror

	 

	THEY WERE STRANDED in a ghost-town in Wolf Desert, New Mexico; no horses, flat broke and running low on tobacco.

	Then through the moan of the midnight wind they heard it—the muted thud of hoofbeats, the jingle of harness, the unmistakable sound of turning wheels.

	Benedict and Brazos rose eagerly from the cracked and weathered porch steps of the Cobweb Palace Saloon as the coach and six emerged from the gloom. It came towards them at a steady pace.

	“Hey, there!” Brazos yelled, waving his battered hat excitedly as he ran into the center of the street. “Hold up, partner!”

	He thought it was a stage, but it wasn’t. The horses were all matched blacks with tasseled plumes tossing on their heads. The coach itself was a glossy black with silver fittings, ornate door handles and long side windows. It rolled smoothly on glittering, rubber-shod wheels.

	Their eyes widened. They were parched-dry sober but they didn’t believe what they saw. Maybe it was a mirage, they thought, for what other explanation could there be for a hearse traveling through a ghost-town, in the middle of a desert, at midnight?

	But a ride was a ride, Hank Brazos decided, when it became plain that the somber equipment was real enough. So he stood his ground and continued to wave his hat as the jingling rig drew closer.

	“Got room for two more, amigo?” he shouted to the driver, then felt his belly heave.

	The driver was dead.

	He sat rigidly erect with the reins clutched in locked fingers. Around his neck, embedded deeply into the flesh, was the noose of a yellow hang rope. The severed end of the rope trailed in frayed tatters behind him.

	Big Hank Brazos stood transfixed as though the soles of his range boots had sprouted roots and taken purchase in the dusty earth of Red Horse’s main street. He was frozen. Benedict reached him just in time, jerking him backwards out of the path of the outfit that went rumbling by, wheels spinning smoothly on greased axle hubs. A carriage out of Hades traveling neither fast nor slow, with a dead man’s hands on the ribbons, heading for the endless dark which lay beyond Red Horse. And watching it with wide-stretched eyes, their hearts leapt again.

	The hearse’s rear doors were flapping open and the big, silver-handled casket draped in Old Glory, was teetering on the tailgate, falling.

	The casket hit the street with a mighty crash and the lid flew off, spilling a king’s ransom of shining gold coins into the street.

	As quickly as it had come the death coach with its rigid driver was gone, leaving two tall, danger-hardened men staring through its dust as if they’d been witnesses to Lazarus’ rising from the sepulcher.

	Then as the ghost-town silence came down again, Benedict flung his dead cigar from him, tugged at Brazos’ shirtsleeve, then hurried to the coffin whose contents seemed to glow with golden warmth.

	“Yank ...” Brazos got out in a strangled voice. “We never really seen ... what we seen, did we?”

	Like any Texan worthy of the name, the giant young drifter prided himself on his courage, but right at the moment he was so shocked he could hardly breathe. He cleared his throat with an effort then added, “What was it, Yank ... that thing that we never seen?”

	But Duke Benedict, the gambling man, didn’t seem to hear. He was down on one knee running slim hands through the heavy gold coins. He’d already recovered sufficiently to be able to smile the way any gambler might, when down to his last, solitary chip, he is dealt a pat hand.

	It wasn’t every day manna fell from heaven.

	 

	The driver and engineer were relieved when they caught their first glimpse of Galloway next morning. They were veterans of the Amarillo-Chinston-Galloway run across the northern reaches of the Wolf Desert, but had never been more conscious of their responsibilities before. It wasn’t every day that a westbound carried as cargo both the remains of a great Civil War hero and half a million dollars in gold. Now, however, drawing to the end of the twenty-four hour run from the east, they could afford to relax.

	In the armor-plated car, Captain Roscoe Pemberton of the New Mexico Militia, opened his eyes as the train began to slow down.

	The captain was riding in his private compartment at the rear of the armored car. The door was locked. The captain didn’t want anybody to know he’d closed his eyes at all since the departure from Amarillo. It was the most important assignment in his fifteen-year military career and he meant to claim full credit for its success. Pemberton expected to be promoted to colonel when he returned to Santa Fe, assignment completed.

	The captain frowned at the polished tips of his black boots as he waited for full wakefulness to return. Then he got up briskly, a short, ginger-headed man in his early forties with the suspicion of a paunch. Tugging down the panels of his spotless blue jacket, he moved to the window and looked out.

	The train was rounding the last sharp bend before Galloway. The engine with the top-heavy bell smokestack was painted bright blue, the two cars yellow, the armored car battleship grey, and the caboose trundling along behind, fire-engine red.

	The captain nodded to himself. He liked everything well-painted, spruce and spotless. He’d personally selected the component rolling stock for the train back east, both to satisfy his own passion for neatness and to impress Chief Red Eagle.

	The chief was not an easy man to impress. The captain had been present at the series of conferences in the Big Bow Mountains between Red Eagle and the army chief of staff from Washington earlier in the season and had had the opportunity to study the famous scalp-taker at close quarters.

	Humorless was one word to describe Chief Red Eagle of the New Mexico Comanche tribes. Greedy was another. At the inception of the talks set up to purchase the contested San Robles Tract from the Comanches and thus put an end to the endless blood-letting in that region, Washington had considered a price of $50,000 more than fair. The chief had not agreed. The chief had decided that $250,000 sounded even fairer, and it was proof of the chief’s powers of persuasion that the specially designed strongbox in the armored car right now contained one quarter of a million dollars in twenty-dollar gold pieces.

	Unbeatable on the battlefield and seemingly unbeatable at the conference table; that was the chief of the New Mexico Comanches.

	The captain put on his cap and unlocked his door. Two troopers snapped to attention. Pemberton saluted then started down the car with feet spread wide against the motion of the train.

	On either side sat heavily armed soldiers in blue uniforms, their sharp eyes still scanning the mesquite-studded landscape even though the journey was virtually over.

	The captain again nodded his private approval. Good men. He’d hand-picked them too. When General Tompkins told him that he would be in charge of transshipping the gold all the way from Amarillo to Galloway, Pemberton had insisted on choosing his own guards. He had picked thirty of the toughest men under his command, every one a Civil War veteran, many medal winners in the recent giant conflict of arms.

	A meticulous, fussy martinet of the old school, Pemberton had barely uttered one word of reproof or criticism to his men since leaving Amarillo. The soldiers knew their job and had carried it out to the letter. Too bad they wouldn’t be drawing much credit for the success, but the captain felt he’d hidden his own light under a bushel far too long. It was time he bloomed, militarily, and he was determined to milk the ‘Comanche Train’ assignment for everything it was worth in the furtherance of his career.

	The officer approached the center of the car where a small, steel-plated room had been erected with walls reaching to the sturdy ceiling. Another Pemberton idea.

	The workers back at the Amarillo train yards had thought he was going too far when he presented plans to construct a strongroom within an armored car to hold the gold coin, but as they were army personnel they’d gone ahead and built it.

	Four soldiers stood on guard around the armor-plated strongroom in the midst of a further two dozen vigilant troopers, who were in turn protected by steel walls thick enough to withstand anything short of cannon fire. Were the crown jewels of England ever so carefully guarded? The captain like to think not.

	Patting the wall of the strongroom with satisfaction, Pemberton went to the door opposite and looked out as the train ground to a halt. It was an impressive and colorful sight that met his eyes.

	The depot at Galloway had been hung in bunting for the occasion and the captain was gratified to see that the depot master had applied a badly needed coat of paint to the railroad buildings. The thirty-strong troop of the Fort Galloway garrison formed a guard of honor from the streets to the platform, and beyond their blue ranks, could be seen the Indians.

	Pemberton ran a finger around his collar as he picked out the mounted figure of Red Eagle. The Comanche chief sat an enormous, spotted appaloosa, flanked by a hundred bucks, any one of whom looked ready, willing and able to scalp his own mother if the chief suggested it.

	Red Eagle always intimidated Pemberton, though it should have been different today, he thought with annoyance. After all, he had absolutely no reason to fear the Comanche’s caustic tongue or intimidating silences now. For today was the day the Great White Father in Washington would make Red Eagle richer than any red heathen had the right to be. It was payday for the Comanches and he was paymaster.

	Pemberton stepped back from the car door while his lieutenant unlocked it. Further along, passengers began stepping down from the car to gape at the Indians and soldiers.

	The trip had been doubly eventful for the civilian passengers. Apart from the massive security surrounding the armored car, the westbound had also transported the remains of the famous Civil War general, Symonds Booth, under military escort, as far as Chinston. They had been impressed with the solemn formality of the off-loading of the colonel’s casket back at Chinston, but they could see that this event at Galloway would be even more memorable.

	How memorable, none had any way of anticipating yet.

	The bandsmen of the Galloway garrison began to blow a fanfare on shiny brass trumpets and the captain stepped out importantly to greet the chief.

	It was Pemberton’s finest hour. His chest swelled. His ginger moustache bristled. In the midst of all this color, excitement and noise, he was the central figure. More impressive, important and correct than this red heathen riding down the avenue of troopers, civilians and Indians. Of this he was quite sure.

	This was a matter of opinion, for the Comanche was six and a half feet tall and built like Michelangelo’s David. He was naked to the waist and smeared all over with some kind of grease that made him glisten in the sun and look even bigger. He wore a beautifully worked bonnet of eagle feathers and carried a lance about eight feet long with a black, jagged obsidian point. As he halted he stretched out a hand with fingernails half an inch long and caked with dirt.

	“No talk. Give money.”

	The captain deflated visibly. He’d spent days working on his speech which he felt should have been recorded in the annals of the west. But because he knew this mule-headed savage always meant exactly what he said, he gave a stiff little bow of acknowledgement then spun on his brightly polished heels and went up the steps. As he approached the strongroom he took the heavy metal keyring from his belt.

	The soldiers bristled with efficiency as they lined up on either side, thumping rifle butts against the floor.

	The strongroom door had three locks and the third proved difficult to open. The captain heard the giant Indian mutter impatiently behind him. But finally the heavy door swung open and Pemberton stepped aside and gestured inside so that Chief Red Eagle might appreciate the trouble they had gone to on his behalf.

	On the floor of the strongroom sat a heavy wooden box some two feet in width and depth and four feet long. The paintings on the walls of the chest depicted great Comanche victories dating back several hundred years, while the lid was decorated with a splendid likeness of Chief Red Eagle. The work had been executed by a Washington artist shipped out especially to Amarillo for the job.

	“If we have to pay the red thief a quarter of a million dollars for his land,” the chief of staff had growled, “then we might as well flatter the bejasus out of him while we’re at it, to guarantee that this time he really means it when he turns in his goddamned lance.”

	Pemberton looked back at the chief who still sat his horse outside. If Red Eagle was delighted with the trouble the white-eyes had gone to on his behalf he didn’t show it.

	“Money!” he grunted.

	The captain bit his lip, then nodded stiffly to the four soldiers flanking him. The men put their guns aside and entered the strongroom. They were the strongest men in the troop, for an oaken chest containing 1250 twenty-dollar gold pieces was very heavy.

	They seized the four leather handles and came erect in marvelous unison, then almost fell over as the chest swung up to nearly shoulder height.

	It was almost weightless!

	The soldiers gaped at the captain and the captain gaped right back. Impatient guttural noises came from outside. “Bring out box!”

	The soldiers looked at their captain for confirmation of the order but Pemberton had gone glassy-eyed. He suspected something ghastly had occurred and he seemed paralyzed. Red Eagle barked another order and the four soldiers, only marginally less glassy-eyed than their superior, marched out onto the platform with the beautiful chest and set it down.

	“Open box!”

	It wasn’t locked. There had been no need to lock it. Mastering his apprehension, Captain Pemberton went out into the sunlight on rubbery legs, sucked in a huge breath, then bent and threw the lid back.

	It grew very silent on the Galloway station.

	The chest of Chief Red Eagle was as empty as last year’s bird’s nest!

	 


Chapter Two 

	The Gun Doctor

	THE SAME MORNING sun that warmed the shocked and disbelieving faces of the crowd at the Galloway railroad depot, burned hotter over the barren hills and cactus-dotted plains surrounding the ghost-town many miles to the southeast. Out there, heat-waves were already shimmering, distorting vision and making inanimate objects seem to move.

	But it was comparatively cool on the deep portico of the only stone and adobe building in town, an old hacienda, where the only sounds to be heard were the occasional clink of gold coins and the creak of an old rocking chair.

	The hacienda commanded a full view of Red Horse’s empty main street with its sun-bleached parade of desolate buildings. It was as good a place as any to sit and ponder on just how the hell you expected to get across the surrounding desert wastes afoot—if you were a Hank Brazos, that is. If you were a Duke Benedict, then it was a fine place to play with gold coins, and not worry about anything except the fact that you were suddenly fabulously wealthy.

	Brazos sat in the rocking chair with his dog, Bullpup, beside him, watching the lethargic twirl of a dust devil in the hills. He day-dreamed of lazy, long-gone days in Texas, before he’d gone off to fight in the War Between the States, and long before he’d clapped eyes on a certain Yankee ex-captain who could be the best gun partner a man could wish for at times
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