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	The Home of Great 

	Western Fiction!

	 


Mack Halligan and Kid Chaney were rivals in more ways than one. They both loved the same woman, and she loved them, too … though she could never decide which one to marry.

	But the two men also ran rival outlaw gangs. The difference was that Halligan’s was hopeless, the men in it harmless and amateur, while Kid Chaney’s was slick, efficient and always successful.

	When Chaney stole Duke Benedict’s new horse, the gambling man made it his mission to track Chaney down and take the animal back. His big partner, Hank Brazos, agreed to side him on his quest. But Brazos had an ulterior motive.

	If they could put Kid Chaney behind bars, it would leave the way open for Mack Halligan to marry the girl of his dreams and return to the straight and narrow.

	But that was a big if. The Tiger twins, both notorious assassins, were after them on a separate matter… and a lot of men would die before they all reached trail’s end!
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	One – The Reluctant Outlaws

	 

	It was ten o’clock in the morning when Duke Benedict and Hank Brazos rode up to the telegraph office in the little, sunbaked Arizona town of Gila. The streets were hot and quiet. They dismounted and looped their lines around the chewed-up hitch rack.

	“I won’t be long—stay out of trouble,” Benedict said tersely and disappeared inside.

	Brazos hooked his thumbs in his shell belt and leaned against a porch upright that groaned in protest. “Stay out of trouble!” he mimicked. By the look of this sunbaked one-horser, the most excitement a man could scare up would be to watch somebody get a haircut.

	The big Texan was in a sour mood, and not without reason. After all, he told himself, riding twenty miles out of their way just so high-stepping Benedict could wire to Rincon for information about a horse was hardly the sort of thing calculated to put a man in good spirits. And the fact that his trail partner had lavished five hundred hard-to-come-by dollars on the beast—money that could be put to far better use, to finance their hunt for bad man Bo Rangle, didn’t improve things any. “Stay out of trouble,” Benedict had said. Well, he might be a little trouble-prone at times, Brazos had to admit—but he’d rather be that than thick in the head. And a man would sure have to be thick to fork out five hundred iron men for a “pure blood hunter” that would most likely have three or four seizures the first decent mountain they put him to.

	Caked in trail dust and with his faded purple shirt unbuttoned to the waist to reveal a sun-bronzed barrel of a chest, Duke Benedict’s unhappy trail partner lent a dash of badly-needed color to Gila’s crooked main stem as he stood there brushing off flies and brooding about extravagance. Built on Herculean lines with yard-wide shoulders and narrow hips, he wore shotgun chaps, cracked and dusty range boots, and a battered, curl-brimmed hat tilted low over his craggy young face. He had a harmonica on a rawhide thong around his neck, and a businesslike gun rig was buckled about his hips. The gleaming harmonica and the oiled and waxed gun rig were the only items about the big man’s rig that were in good condition.

	Brazos turned his big head at the sound of footsteps, and Benedict, dapper in his broadcloth suit and low-crowned gray Stetson, appeared in the telegraph office doorway.

	“I’ve sent a wire to Rincon to ask when they will be putting the horse on the train for San Paulo,” he declared. “The reply shouldn’t be too long in coming,” he added, and went back inside.

	“Great!” Brazos growled, lowering his rump to the verandah edge. “Marvelous!” He eyed the seedy collection of false fronts with a jaundiced eye. “I swear, settin’ around here could put a man on the critical list.”

	As if sensing his master’s low mood, Brazos’ dog, Bullpup, stopped sniffing under the porch for cats and came up to him to lick his hand with a tongue like sandpaper. Ugly, tooth-scarred and yellow-eyed, Bullpup had been with the Texan through four years of war and then six months on the trail of renegade Bo Rangle. Depending on circumstances, Brazos regarded the dog as either the finest trail hound or the greatest camp robbing, flea-infested pot licker, to come out of Texas.

	“It’s all right, feller,” he murmured. “He’s an Easterner, you see. You’ve got to make allowances for that breed. They just ain’t like real folks.”

	Bullpup seemed to accept that and went back to investigating the possibilities under the porch, leaving Brazos to play his gaze over the sleepy scene once again. Everything he saw offended him: the two rumdums sprawled out on the saloon porch, the faded yellow drape flapping from an upper window of the unpainted hotel in the hot wind, the joker down the street loading too much baling wire onto a one-horse cart, the pilgrim sneaking through the vacant lot towards the Gila bank, and that—

	The big man suddenly stiffened. The bank? His face no longer glazed with boredom, he cut his eyes back to the weed-choked vacant lot behind the bank. There was no sign of life. But there it was again—a stir of movement—and now the head and shoulders of a man appeared above the top of the ragweed. The man glanced back the way he’d come, then looked right, signaled to somebody Brazos couldn’t see behind the bank building, then crouched and started forward again.

	What the hell was going on over there?

	Brazos came erect and glimpsed movement from the corrals behind the bank. The big man’s gaze cut to the bank, then flickered back to the corrals as a dark shape emerged to scuttle several furtive yards and duck behind a lean-to shed.

	It was more than curiosity that started Hank Brazos across Gila’s main stem now, right hand close to his hip, Bullpup at his heels. There were those in other places who might have the giant Texan labeled as a man who made his own kind of law, but behind the ready fists and skilled gun Brazos wasn’t much changed from the simple cowpoke he’d been before the war. He believed strongly in the law, and if those skulking figures closing in on Gila’s First National Bank this hot morning didn’t pose some kind of a threat to whatever breed of law they had here, then instinct was playing him false.

	“Brazos!”

	He turned. Benedict was standing on the telegraph office porch, frowning. Brazos placed a finger over his lips and beckoned. Still frowning, Benedict stepped down to the street and crossed to him with long strides.

	“What the devil—” Benedict began, then broke off as the man in the vacant lot lifted his ugly head and peered towards them, his manner furtive and startled. “What’s going on, Reb?”

	“Somethin’ mighty peculiar if I’m any judge,” Brazos replied. “Looks to me like somebody’s got his eyes on this here bank, Yank.”

	Benedict’s gaze picked out two crouched figures behind the bank now. His frown deepened momentarily. Then he shrugged. “So? It’s no skin off our noses.”

	The statement said a lot about the wide gulf that separated the two tall men standing under the hot sun in Gila, Concho County. Brazos was usually ready to stick his neck out when he saw something that was at odds with his rough-hewn code of ethics, but Duke Benedict’s philosophy on moral matters was simple; you looked out for Number One, first last and just about always. The possibility of the Gila National Bank getting knocked over would have stirred him only if Armaduke Creighton Benedict the Third had funds deposited in that establishment. But he didn’t; the bulk of his wealth was tied up in a blood horse that he was due to pick up in San Paulo. So, his indifferent shrug said, to hell with Gila’s tin pot bank.

	“We can’t set back swattin’ flies if those pilgrims are aimin’ to take the bank, Benedict,” Brazos said tersely. “What if somebody gets plugged?”

	“I’ll stay low.”

	There were times when Brazos regarded his trail partner as the best fighting man he’d ever met, and others when he wondered how the hell he’d ever gotten mixed up with such a self-centered, unfeeling son of a bitch. Right now was definitely one of the latter times.

	“Go worry about your fool horse then,” he grated, starting off again. “Me, I’m gonna find out what these pilgrims are about.”

	Benedict stood his ground for several seconds watching the Texan’s broad back. Then he sighed, shook his head and started after him. If there was trouble afoot and he walked away from it, he wouldn’t hear the end of it from Brazos. It was easier to tangle with a bunch of hard cases.

	The long grass crackled under Brazos’ boots as he entered the vacant lot. There was no sign of the man who’d first attracted his attention, but he knew he was there. The weeds were almost chest-high, deep enough to hide any number of men.

	It was hiding another; a long, hawk-beaked fellow in a brown hat who suddenly bobbed up some thirty feet to Brazos’ right and hissed, “Get outa here, you overgrown galoot!”

	Brazos’ hand dropped to his gun butt. That made two in the lot and another two behind the bank. How many more were there?

	He bent a hard eye on the character in the brown hat. “What’s goin’ on here, joker?” he challenged, then jerked his head as the other fellow popped up off to his left near the fence flanking the bank. “Hey, you, what’s this all about?”

	The dumb-faced man near the fence was a giant, almost as big as Brazos himself. He looked like a half-breed Indian with his long black hair caught in a braid at the nape of his neck.

	“Go ’way,” the big man said fiercely. “Vamoose!”

	“Curiouser and curiouser,” Benedict drawled, coming to a halt at Brazos’ side. “You know, for once, Johnny Reb, you just could be right. It seems to me that something very fishy is going on in good old Gila.”

	Suddenly the tall man on their right grabbed for the gun on his hip. Benedict’s right hand blurred and came up filled with a Colt with a speed that had the lanky man gaping.

	“Let’s have none of that sort of nonsense,” Benedict rapped as Brazos came clear to cover the giant with his gun. “All right, you pair of beauties,” Benedict said. “Present yourselves over here and let’s get to the bottom of this.”

	Men were appearing on the street now, peering in puzzlement across the vacant lot. The pair standing under the guns of Benedict and Brazos were looking appealingly across at the rear of the bank. Suddenly three men stepped into sight there, a runty man with a black beard, a ridiculous figure in a tightly-buttoned black frock coat, and an angry looking man of about forty with an unkempt mane of graying black hair who was dressed in an ankle-length duster.

	All three had drawn guns.

	“Back off!” snarled the man in the duster. “Get!”

	Bullpup growled, Brazos thumbed his Colt hammer back, and Duke Benedict called:

	“I advise you to point those weapons the other way, gentlemen, otherwise there’s liable to be—”

	His voice was drowned out by a wild shout from the bank.

	“Halligan!” a white-faced man roared from a window. “It’s the Halligan Gang!”

	Hell erupted.

	As if the cry “Halligan!” were a secret magic signal that could bring Gila to life, men started pouring into the streets from every direction, shouting and hollering. A fat man in a blood-red vest came charging from the saloon shooting off a six-gun. He tripped over a chair and fell on his back, firing his gun over the roof. The big half-breed and the man in the brown hat spun and went careening off through the weeds. The man in the duster bellowed an order then led the way to the big barn fifty yards behind the bank.

	“Hold!” Brazos roared and sent a shot whistling over Brown Hat’s head. Ignoring the shot, the lanky figure went over the fence with a giant bound, while his huge companion plowed straight through, sending splintered fence slats flying.

	“What in the name of Sweet Judas!” Duke Benedict exclaimed, then he ducked as a bullet whistled close. He whirled in total disbelief to see a rifleman in the bank window getting ready to fire again. “They think we’re with them!” he gasped. He threw up both hands. “No, you don’t understand. We’re—”

	Another bullet fanned his cheek.

	As shocked as Benedict by this unexpected turn, Brazos was the first to recover. Seizing the enraged Benedict’s arm, he jerked him down low and shouted in his ear, “No time for explainin’, Yank! They got us fitted as bank robbers, and right or wrong they’re gonna blow us out of our boots if we don’t hightail it!”

	“Idiots!” Benedict said viciously. Then, as another shot came whipping through the weeds. “Well, don’t just sit there, man! Move!”

	Brazos needed no second bidding. Leaping up, he blasted three high shots to unnerve the towners, then took off at a zigzagging run through the high yellow grass. No athlete normally, Benedict overtook him inside of ten yards and led the way to the fence, swearing like a mule-skinner. Guns were barking behind them, but the wild spraying of lead told them that the towners were too excited and likely too scared to produce even a passable degree of marksmanship.

	There was some comfort to be drawn from that as they leaped through the hole in the fence made by the big breed, but little in the uncertainty of what lay ahead. Their horses were back in the main stem and there was no chance of getting to them. With the fence cutting them off from the sight of the men in the street, they had a good chance of reaching the barn in one piece. But what then?

	They were halfway to the big barn, with an incredible racket rising from the street, when the two horsemen burst from the barn and stormed away. Moments later a third rider—the giant half-breed—came out astride a huge palomino and galloped after the others. The running men covered another ten yards, then veered apart as a rifle bullet from the bank snarled between them. Drawing on every reserve, they increased their speed to cover the last stretch to the barn, dashed around the corner—and almost crashed into the two riders who came plunging out from the gloomy interior.

	There was wild confusion for a moment, then the man in the gray duster snarled from behind a big six-gun, “Goddamn interferin’ idjuts. A man oughta blow you two outa your boots.”

	“No, Mack!” implored the strange looking fellow in the frock coat. “Let us turn the other cheek and offer kindness for unkindness.” He kicked his boot free of his stirrup and nodded to Brazos. “You are welcome to share my mount, friend. But hasten, for the yapping dogs draw near.”

	Benedict and Brazos had time to exchange one startled glance, then they were staring back the way they’d come to see bobbing figures coming through the weeds.

	“Are you comin’ or ain’t you?” barked the man called Mack. “I’d like to leave you two behind, but I  wouldn’t wish a necktie party on my worst enemy. You with the fancy vest—get up now or by God I’m a-goin’.”

	Benedict hesitated for as long as it took for the next shot to smack against the timbers of the barn. Then he vaulted up behind the bad man with an agility that would have done credit to a circus acrobat. Only a fraction slower, Brazos drove a boot into the skinny rider’s empty stirrup, swung a big leg over the horse’s rump and then they were off, with Bullpup, the only protagonist who looked like he was enjoying the mad situation, running swiftly in their dust.

	The uncertainty of the next few minutes was enough to silence even the critical tongue of Duke Benedict. But when they’d put two miles behind them, he felt it was time to express his dissatisfaction.

	“It’s the last time, Johnny Reb,” he called bitterly over the drumming pound of hoof beats. “Yes, it’s the last damned time in all eternity that I’ll let you persuade me to do something against my better judgment—by God and by Judas it is!”

	Brazos, who could hear every word clearly as he sat hanging onto the saddle, cupped his free hand to his ear, grinned and hollered, “How’s that again, Yank?”

	Duke Benedict let rip with an expletive he hadn’t learned in Harvard, and was getting ready to give the Texan the benefit of another piece of his mind, when the man before him turned his head and
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