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Old Justin Wardlaw was dying, but before he cashed in he
wanted to see his four sons together again one last time. Cleve and
David had never strayed far. Cleve ran a saloon in town, David ran
his father’s mining operation. But what of Race and Corey?
Following an argument, Race had left home and eventually become a
gun-for-hire. Corey, the dreamer, had taken off to read poetry and
see the country first-hand.

If and when the missing sons showed up, they would
automatically be taken back into Justin’s will. And if that
happened, Cleve and David—who between then expected to inherit
Justin’s entire fortune—would lose out big-time.

Which meant that Race and Corey had to die …

Somehow Benedict and Brazos got caught up in the vicious plot
to kill off the competition. Along the way Benedict sold Brazos’
beloved dog Bullpup, fell victim to a blackmailer and then found
himself fighting right alongside a man he thought he
hated!
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Chapter One – My Four Sons

 


Justin Wardlaw
hadn’t needed three medical experts to tell him he had only a
short time left. He’d known he was dying. But he was going to die
as he’d lived—on his own terms.

“I mean to see all my sons
gathered about me before I go,” the richest man in Glory growled
from his huge four-poster bed. “All of them.”

The great
man’s wife
and daughter sadly shook their heads. Of Colonel Wardlaw’s four
sons, only David and Cleve had stayed on in Glory. Wild Race had
been banished in disgrace three years ago, and they said he had
become a killer for hire in the border country, while dreamy Coley
had drifted off five years ago, with no word of him since. Five
years ...

“It’s hopeless,” a tearful
Esther Wardlaw insisted when she had left her husband’s sick room
with her daughter and Pony Shelton. “Even if we could locate Race,
he hates his father too deeply to come home. And with Coley gone
all these years ... it’s just not possible ...”

“You will have to try and
explain to father that it simply can’t be done, Pony,” pretty
Felicity told the runty, leathery-faced man who had been Wardlaw’s
right hand for twenty years. “He will accept it, coming from
you.”

Pony set his bristly jaw and
shook his white head. “Sorry, Miss Lissy, I can’t do that and I
won’t.”

“But, Pony, we can’t have him
waiting day after day for them to come. It would be too
cruel.”

“They’ll come, Missy—I’ll see to
that.”

“But how, Pony?” Esther asked.
“How could you possibly …?”

“Don’t rightly know as yet,
ma’am,” the little man said. “But I ain’t never let the Colonel
down yet, and I don’t mean to fail him on the last thing he’s ever
liable to ask of me.”

“Pony,” Felicity said warmly,
“we know how you feel about father, but you must know that what
he’s asking for is impossible.”

Pony Shelton’s old eyes went reflective. It
had been impossible, too, when Justin Wardlaw had saved him from an
Apache war party in New Mexico twenty years ago; and it had been
impossible again when the Colonel had carried him—severely
wounded—right through the enemy lines at the second Battle of Bull
Run. So, with a respectful nod to the women and a quick glance at
the closed bedroom door, Pony Shelton set out to do the impossible.
He left Esther Wardlaw staring after him and reflecting tearfully
on how fine it would be, if in his dying days, her husband might
have had just one of his four sons who loved him half as much as
one irascible little man who had never wanted more of Colonel
Justin Wardlaw than to be his friend.

 


“You know the kindest thing my
ma ever said to me as a child, handsome?” red-lipped Pretty Lucy
asked Duke Benedict, two hundred miles from the place where a
stubborn old man refused to die on time.

“What’s that?” Benedict sounded
bored.

“You make me sick.”

The gambling man frowned at
her. “Pardon?”

“Not you, good-lookin’—that’s
what my ma said to me when she sobered up.”

“Oh.”

“When they took me away from her
and put me in the home, she threw the biggest party in Twin Forks
to celebrate.”

“It’s a cruel world, Lucy,” the
dashing gambling man said, his eyes on the Bella Gay’s batwings.
Hank Brazos was due to show up at any time. If his saddle partner
hadn’t landed a job today, their financial position would be close
to perilous.

“But she had second thoughts
about five years later,” Lucy went on confidentially. “So she went
on the wagon and worked steady for a year in a laundry to set
herself up so the State would know she could look after her baby
proper. But, I wasn’t a baby no longer. Still, I had to go, and she
threw another big party to welcome me home.”

“A triumph of the maternal
instinct.”

“Yeah. She had all her boozy
friends there, and a great big cake. They got me to make a speech
after I blew out the candle. Know what I said?”

“What did you say, Lucy?”
Benedict asked without interest as footsteps sounded on the
porch.

“Ma, you make me
sick.”

It was a nice finishing touch
to the story, but Lucy’s audience of one missed it. For Hank Brazos had
shouldered through the doors and Duke Benedict was already on his
way across the room.

Benedict was mentally
tightening his belt as Brazos said there was no work to be had at the livery or
the Acme Corral—but there was an outside chance of employment at
the Circle O Ranch.

“Cowpunching?” Benedict said in
dismay. “But good God, Johnny Reb, you couldn’t expect a man of my
talents and breeding to—”

“Not us—me,” Hank Brazos
growled. The towering young Texan with the uncommonly wide
shoulders was well aware that his saddle partner, who was skilled
with cards, guns and big words, was no hand at all with horses or
beeves. Fingering his battered hat back from his forehead and
tugging a sack of Bull Durham from the pocket of his faded purple
shirt, Brazos said, “She’s about fifteen miles out to the spread,
but I figger it’s worth a look-see.”

“What’s the stipend?”

“Huh?”

“Wages.”

“Forty a month—that’s if there’s
a job to be had.”

It was
Benedict’s
turn to sigh as he gazed ruefully around Sourdough’s biggest
saloon. Forty a month was chicken feed compared to what he would be
able to pick up at poker if there had been any poker. But Sourdough
was a dead gambling town. There were no flashy dealers, no
big-spending suckers.

Finally Benedict said
philosophically, “In times of adversity, I suppose we must be prepared to
make sacrifices.”

“Yeah,” Brazos said, licking his
cigarette into shape and staring thirstily across at the bar where
a fat man in a hard-hitter hat was hefting a glass of beer to his
mouth. Then he shook his big head and returned his attention to
Benedict. “I’d best get movin’ afore I get the dreadfuls, Yank. Oh,
yeah, I near forgot. I’ll be wantin’ you to take care of Bullpup
for me.”

Benedict, who had been lost in a reverie of
high-spending days when the cards all but sat up and talked to him,
came back to rude reality with a start. He stared at Brazos’
hulking monster of a dog sprawled in the sawdust, and Bullpup
glared back through cold yellow eyes loaded with honest
hatred.

“Take care of
him?” Benedict all but shrieked. “What the devil for?”

“This Circle O jasper—he doesn’t
like dogs.”

“He couldn’t possibly detest
them as much as I do. Reb, you’ll simply have to make other
arrangements. I’m not minding a hound—and this camp thief in
particular.”

Brazos flushed.
“By Judas, you take
some beatin’, Benedict. Here I am fixin’ to go bust my back on a
cow outfit to get us a stake, and all I want from you is to take
care of a pup for me and you’re hollerin’. What are you worried
about—that he’ll cramp your high-steppin’ style with the
floozies?”

Any number of cutting retorts
came to Duke Benedict’s mind, but he held them in check, sensing that a
major clash might result. There was nothing like hard times to put
tempers on edge, and though not an easy man to faze normally,
Brazos was uncommonly sensitive where his ugly dog was concerned.
He’d seen the Texan go without a meal himself to feed the monster.
So Benedict, knowing how much depended on Brazos landing a job, had
to tread carefully. Proud of his self-control, Benedict took
another look at Bullpup. The beast showed its teeth in a silent
snarl. The gambling man sighed.

“All right, Reb, just this
once.” He forced a smile, considering what it would be like working
cattle from sundown to sunup in mid-summer in California. “I’ll
take good care of him.”

Mollified, Brazos
grinned. “Spoken like a man, Yank. And don’t you fret none—he’ll
mind you when I tell him to. Just make sure he gets two shinbones
every day and a pint of beer at night and you won’t have no
trouble.”

“Two shinbones and a pint of
beer ...” The smile was hard to hold. “Anything else?”

“Just stay lucky,” Brazos
smiled, heaving to his feet. Moments later, Duke Benedict, left
alone with the ugliest dog in six states, reached for a badly
needed cigar. Stay lucky? Marmaduke Creighton Benedict the Third,
scion of a wealthy Boston banking family, Harvard graduate and
ex-Union cavalry officer, was in a broken-down cowtown with three
dollars and fifty cents in the pocket of his expensive suit. And
now he was custodian of a flea-bitten trail hound. Luck?

Though it was out of character
for Duke Benedict to stay glum for long, a small dark cloud seemed
to have settled just above his immaculately brushed black hair. He sighed
as he sat there, an elegant figure in black broadcloth with a
bed-of-flowers vest, smoking one of his last few Havanas and
wondering if he’d been insane to turn his back on all Boston had to
offer for the challenging excitement of the West ...

Sensing his heavy mood, Lucy
came over to join him after a while, but she didn’t help much. Though young,
generously curved and obviously fascinated, the saloon girl was
distressingly short of the one asset that dominated Duke Benedict’s
brooding thoughts at the moment: cash. And then the sucker walked
in.

Benedict read him as a sucker
at first glance. He was short and red-faced, with a little pot
belly, and he shyly let everybody know that his name was
Presley Quent. In his ill-fitting wool suit and his little derby
hat, he was a stranger in Sourdough just off the stage, and he
confided to Lucy, who latched onto him like a hawk on a June bug,
that it was his first trip away from home.

And he had money.

Watching the fellow produce a fat roll
with which to buy Lucy and a group of freeloaders a drink, Benedict
found himself hard put to believe that such a hayseed could
possibly have hung onto a bankroll that size longer than it took
him to get ten miles from home.

“Don’t know much about hard
liquor,” little Presley announced in his fumbling friendly way,
“but you folks just order up what you want. I’ll have a glass of
buttermilk, thank you, barkeep.”

Duke Benedict looked away when
Mr. Presley Quent told a gimlet-eyed local that, though he didn’t know a lick
about cards, he would be happy to sit in on a little game. Hank
Brazos often insisted in his righteous, moralizing way that his
trail partner had no conscience, yet Benedict was grappling with
his conscience now as he absently tossed the glowering Bullpup a
salt biscuit from a bowl on the table. There was nothing the
gambling man liked better than to take on a cardsharp dude and
break him, but he was oddly scrupulous where born suckers were
concerned. They were the weak of the world, fools soon stripped of
their money, and he gained no sense of achievement in playing the
role of stripper.

But if he
didn’t take
Quent’s money, somebody else would.

This became all too evident
when Presley Quent lost twenty dollars in as many minutes, and Duke Benedict had
to ask himself if it might not be better for the little hick to
lose to a gentleman in desperate need than to some low browed
yokels who wouldn’t even give him stage fare back home after they’d
cleaned him out.

It took but a handful of seconds for
Benedict to make a decision. But there was a problem. He didn’t
have a stake.

They were playing for five
dollars a hand now and he had three and a half dollars on him.
Perhaps he could raise some money. But Lucy was
sorry—she’d
already drawn on her next week’s wages. The surly barkeep said he
wasn’t a pawnbroker when Benedict offered his fine pocket-watch as
security for a modest loan. And pride, Duke Benedict’s greatest
strength and weakness wouldn’t enable him to make overtures to any
of the lowbrows crowding the poker table, watching Presley Quent
like so many wolves around a fat lamb.

He just
couldn’t
stay and watch.

He realized this when he saw Presley
draw two cards and lose ten dollars to a pair of jacks.

“Am I playing right?” Presley
anxiously asked his companions at the table as the grim-jawed man
in black broadcloth with the sullen dog at his heels made his way
to the batwings. Then, as Benedict went into the sun-stricken
street, he heard: “By golly, this is fun, isn’t it?”

It was high noon in Sourdough, but it could
have been black night as far as Duke Benedict was concerned. He
knew he would always remember this as one of the low points of his
life as he walked south along Front Street ...

Where George
Yankton’s
bulldog was lying in wait.

 


The
blacksmith’s
dog had a mouth big enough to let in full grown cats. The
mean-looking animal sat on his haunches in the gloomy doorway,
looking out with the aloof, unblinking stare of the true aristocrat
while his master fashioned steel into horseshoes by the red glow of
the forge. Ripper had cost Yankton seventy-five dollars several
months ago, but the dog had repaid the purchase price many times
over. Other towns might favor bare-knuckle prize fights, or duels
to the death between fierce red roosters, but Sourdough was a
dog-fighting town and Ripper was the local champ.

Things could be pretty quiet
when a champion had clearly shown his mastery over the local
talent, and Ripper was day-dreaming as he squatted there with his
pink tongue
lolling, panting a little in the heat. Then his flat black snout
twitched a little as a new scent drifted along Front Street, and
the dreamy look left his eyes as he turned his monstrous head to
see the tall, slim man and the short, thick dog.

Instantly the bulldog’s hackles rose. He
didn’t bark as he headed for the fray—that was for lesser fry who
needed to gear up their nerve. With the promise of battle in the
air, the blacksmith’s dog knew only one course of action: swift and
full-blooded attack.

Bullpup was taken unawares by the charge
from the side, though Hank Brazos always claimed that his precious
trail hound could never be caught off guard. But Bullpup who was
burdened by Brazos’ absence and the company of the brooding
Benedict, was skulking along with his massive head low and his
thoughts a long way off, when something large and dirty white hit
his shoulder and knocked him off his feet.

“Ripper, you old fool!” the
burly Yankton called indulgently from his doorway. “Leave that
critter be!”

“Call him to heel, damn you!”
shouted Benedict as Bullpup rolled and then bounded
erect.

“Shucks, stranger, Ripper won’t
hurt him none.”

“It’s your fool beast I’m—”
Benedict began, but his voice was drowned out by a roar that
sounded like a donkey engine kicked into gear.

The roar came from Hank
Brazos’ dog
as Ripper moved in to follow up his advantage. They met head-on and
suddenly Ripper went back as if he’d been swatted with a shovel. In
a short space of time, George Yankton’s dog lost an ear, a generous
section of rump, his championship and his courage. Then Ripper left
town as a yelping, dust-shrouded blur.

George Yankton, slack-jawed,
watched in total disbelief as seventy-five dollars’ worth of fighting dog
vanished. The smithy was too stunned to shout after his hound, but
it would have been a waste of breath in any case, for later that
day the mail rider came in to report that he’d sighted Ripper ten
miles out on the plains, travelling at full speed for the county
line.

With a fascinated crowd quickly
gathering,
Bullpup barked and his custodian glowered. This was all he’d
needed, Duke Benedict thought bitterly, the final ignominy
...

And then the dog-fighting
afficionados
of Sourdough were flocking about him.

“Hey, is this your fighter,
stranger?”

“Glory be, did you see what he
done to Yankton’s dog?” And, “Hey, stranger, you want to put a
price on this killer?”

Benedict was turning away when
that last question registered. He wasn’t sure why he halted, but
something in his sharp brain had clicked at the mention of the word
“price”.

“Great day in the mornin’,
mister,” a skinny man with a prominent Adam’s apple cried
excitedly, “you’ve got the greatest bull-tearer there I ever saw in
my natcher’l. What’ll you take for him?”

“Hey, hold on a goldurned
minute, Tober,” the rugged, black-bearded Yankton yelled, shoving
through the ring. “I’ll give you fifty, stranger.” No
sentimentalist was the smith. The feared Ripper had been no more
than a sound financial investment for big George, and if the
bulldog had done wonders for his bank balance, this new
world-beater might make him rich. He brandished a hairy fistful of
money. “Fifty for your fighter, stranger. Cash on the
barrelhead.”

“Good grief, no!” Benedict
reacted. And he really meant it—at the moment. He was quite certain
that Hank Brazos regarded
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