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A war was
raging between the Anvil Ranch and its bitter rival, the
Fifty-four. Men were being cut down from ambush, cattle rustled,
and each side constantly blamed the other. And when Joe Tucker,
boss of the Fifty-four, hired Flint and Ram Brand, two of the
toughest gunfighters money could buy, Burk Kincaid decided to do
likewise for the Anvil.

The two men he
got were Benedict and Brazos.

But the urbane
gambler and his tough-as-nails partner weren’t interested in
fighting a war—they wanted only to keep the peace.

That, however,
was easier said than done. The ranchers shared a dark secret that
was at the heart of their feud. And even when a climactic gunfight
on Sheridan’s Main Street seemed to settle matters, there was still
one more gunman who wanted to buy into the fracas … a sinister,
one-eyed shootist known as Kid Silk!
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Chapter One – Day of the Fast Guns

 


CASS TUCKER WAS
the first to see
the riders. She was busy making starch from potato water in the
kitchen of the Fifty-four ranch house when she happened to look out
the window and saw them coming in.

They were a long way off,
perhaps two miles, maybe more, and they were like two shimmering blobs
against the yellow grass. Cass watched them for some minutes, her
thin body relaxed and her brows drawn together in a frown. Now and
then she pushed two fingers at her pale hair where perspiration
made it cling to her cheeks. The rippling heat played tricks with
the riders, moving them up and down like leaves on a creek, but at
the end of five minutes they seemed to be no closer to Fifty-four
headquarters.

Cass thought of telling her
father, but in this heat it scarcely seemed worth it. In any case, if the men
on the verandah hadn’t seen the riders they would soon. She looked
at the old Halliday wind pump beyond the horse corrals. Joe Tucker
had ordered the pump from Denver five years ago, when he believed
the drovers from the south would pass through the valley every year
on their way to Sheridan. Water and whisky were important to
drovers, and Joe Tucker had set up a plank bar and a wind pump here
at the house to supply both—at a price. But the drovers had come
one year and that was all. A spur off the main line at Tackville
had given the cattlemen a shipping point fifty miles closer than
Sheridan. The Tuckers and the wind pump had stayed on, and the
Fifty-four Ranch had grown up around them. Cass often believed her
father would have been better off to take his pump and whisky
supply somewhere else instead of staying on to raise beef. For one
thing, it would have saved a lot of lives ...

The girl had almost forgotten
the two riders when young Billy Tanner came running in to take the old field
glasses down from their hook above the fireplace.

“Riders comin’ in, Miss Cass,”
he grinned in his wild way as he trotted out. “Your pa reckons it
might be them fellers from Clanton Gulch.”

Cass felt her stomach knot as
she went to
the window. Her father and the men now stood in the yard staring
west. She caught a glimpse of her father’s smiling face as he
lowered the glasses. Then the two horsemen came in. Both were fair
headed and each wore double guns.

The girl pressed her
hands
against her stomach and sank down to the old kitchen chair with the
peeling lemon paint. She felt she was going to be ill. Trouble was
coming; she knew it in the awful dryness of her throat and the wild
hammering of her heart. Pa had threatened to bring in professional
guns following the last clash with the Anvil Ranch, and the two
strangers out there under the brassy sun had the look of men who
made their living through dealing out death.

Cass closed her eyes and rested
her forehead against the cool, damp porcelain of the sink, trying to shut
her mind to what was happening. She had already seen too much
violence and bloodshed in her father’s feud with Burk
Kincaid.

She didn’t think she could take any
more.

 


It had all been Hank
Brazos’
fault.

Duke Benedict was quite certain of this
in his own mind as he sat in his cell at the Sheridan jailhouse
late that afternoon flicking playing cards at his upturned
hat.

Brazos could have ignored the
blacksmith’s
sarcastic remarks about Texas. But being a Texan with a Texan’s
ridiculous pride, he hadn’t.

It had happened last night in
the Paylode Saloon. Duke Benedict and Hank Brazos, on the drift and
looking for work, had arrived in Sheridan just on sundown. Their
steps had led them automatically to the town’s biggest saloon. The
Paylode’s whisky was good and the girls were passably pretty. In no
time at all Duke Benedict was seated behind a full house, aces up,
with a large pot in the center of the table and a bright-eyed
blonde named Molly McQuade seeing that his bourbon glass was kept
filled. The picture of a contented man was Duke Benedict, what with
the chance of a winning night coming up to delay the specter of
“work.”

Then it happened. The
burly ’smith
at the bar suddenly decided in a loud voice that Texans walked too
tall. As Hank Brazos stood six-three in his stockinged feet, this
could have been interpreted as nothing worse than an envious
observation from a thick-headed blacksmith who was some six inches
shorter.

Soaking up the beer and
boasting about his trail hound to the barkeep, Brazos, after a long, slow
look at the black-bearded ’smith, had seemed ready to let it go at
that.

Then blacksmith Hutch Stovey,
who had been kicked out of the Lone Star State years ago after
crippling a Texas Ranger in a roughhouse brawl, announced loud and clear that
there was only one kind of good Texan.

Ugly Hutch
hadn’t
needed to go into detail as to precisely what kind of Texan he
meant. Everybody understood immediately, including the towering
newcomer in the faded purple shirt who believed that if a man lived
right and said his prayers regularly, when he died he would be sent
to Texas.

The fight was short and
spectacular. Brazos hit Stovey three times, once for Texas, once
for Sam Houston, and the third out of simple annoyance that a man could be
so uncivil to a peace-loving stranger like himself.

So far so good. The thud of the
blacksmith’s
heavy body as he measured his length on the floor prompted nothing
more from Benedict than a casual glance before he murmured, “Your
five and up five.”

Then the skinny, hot-eyed kid
bought in. He wore a tied-down six-shooter, was full of rye whisky and
indignation, and saw in the situation a chance to acquire respect
that had been too long denied him. Staggering from his chair in the
corner, he shouted at Brazos and pulled his gun.

Duke Benedict acted without
thinking. He dropped his winning hand, drew with the fluent action
of the true gun hand, and fired.

His aim had never been better.
The six-gun
spun from the kid’s hand, its cylinder burst open by the impact of
the bullet. The kid was still hopping around, howling and clutching
his jarred wrist, when the batwings burst open and the fat sheriff
came in at a trot.

The kid was the
sheriff’s
nephew.

What had followed was as
unfortunate a
situation as Duke Benedict had ever been involved in. The sheriff
didn’t permit gunplay in his town. There had been far too much
shooting going on around Keogh County of late, and the lawman was
damned if he was going to let a pair of strangers ride in and start
shooting up the place.

Benedict was eminently
reasonable as he tried to convince the sheriff that no one had “shot up the
place.” What had happened, he explained soberly, was that there had
been a small difference of opinion between his partner and the
blacksmith that certainly didn’t warrant a “pimply-faced pipsqueak”
resorting to gunplay.

It was then and there that they
discovered the “pipsqueak” was the sheriff’s nephew. Inside of ten minutes
they found themselves occupying separate cells at the jailhouse. It
didn’t help much to learn later from the deputy that the sheriff
had taken his nephew into the barn and had beaten the hell out of
him with a saddle girth. All that really mattered was that they
were in jail with a fifty-dollar fine hanging over their heads for
disturbing the peace.

And it was all Hank
Brazos’
fault, Duke Benedict thought as he flicked the last card. Fifty
pasteboards were in the upturned black hat across the cell. He’d
missed only twice. His hand and eye were still steady, despite the
fact that his temper was worsening by the hour.

His mood was hardly improved
when Brazos began to stroll up and down his cell blowing through
the harmonica he wore on a rawhide cord around his neck. Johnny
Reb’s
selection was The Yellow Rose of Texas.

Duke
Benedict’s
gray eyes were cold as he leaned back on his hard bunk and took out
his cigar case. There were times, he reflected, when a man needed a
trail partner with a matchless knowledge of the wilds and a pair of
ready fists. At such times, Hank Brazos could be tolerated. But
there were other times—many of them—when travelling the West with
the Texan was a painful ordeal.

Brazos played
The Yellow Rose of
Texas all
the way through, then launched into Remember San Jancento. The drink-ruined bum in the
cell across the corridor knew San Jancento. He got to his feet and
started to sing. His voice was high and cracked and he kept time
with his flap-soled boots. Encouraged by this interest, Brazos
played even louder, conducted with his free hand and did a little
Texas jig.

The big oaf was enjoying it, Benedict
thought bitterly. Of course, he supposed, a jail cell would seem
almost comfortable to one who had been reared in a Texas sod hut
where goats grazed on the grassed roof. He would be happy here
playing his fool harmonica and getting on first-name terms with his
jailers, secure in the knowledge that Benedict would figure out a
way to get them out of this mess. When it came to straight
brain-work, responsibility inevitably rested on the well-tailored
shoulders of Marmaduke Creighton Benedict the Third.

The handsome gambling man with
the cigar set between his teeth, sighed deeply as he thought
longingly of the great house in far-off Boston where he had grown
up as the pampered son of one of the richest men on the Eastern
seaboard.
What had happened to that gracious, elegant way of life and the
young man who had been tutored and trained to one day take over
from his father?

Benedict knew the answer only
too well. What had happened was the four years of hell they called
the Civil War. Like so many others, Duke Benedict had ridden off to
war to become a different man. He had come to look upon danger and
adventure as the norm; Boston had grown too placid for him. The
West beckoned, and Duke Benedict answered its exciting call. The
West had not disappointed him. There was enough excitement and
adventure to suit even the wildest spirit. Sighing again, Benedict
turned his head at the sound of steps from the front
office.

Sheriff Barney Rudkin loomed at
the cell door. The sheriff of Sheridan’s huge bulk was encased in a vast twill
shirt and voluminous moleskin trousers.

The sheriff started to speak
but couldn’t
make himself heard above the harmonica music and the vocalist.
Rudkin took out his keys and slammed them hard against the bars.
Brazos turned and immediately lowered the mouth organ with a
grin.

“One more verse, Texas!” slurred
red-faced Hyram Jolley from his cell.

“One more peep out of you could be your last,
rumdum,” the sheriff barked, and the drunk fell silent, his bottom
lip sticking out petulantly.

“Just brightenin’ things up a
little, Sheriff,” Brazos said amiably. “Supper time
yet?”

The sheriff’s response was a scowl. Then
he turned back to Benedict and said, “Visitor to see
you.”

“Who? The governor with a
pardon?” Benedict’s tone was sarcastic. He supposed he could
understand Rudkin’s anxiety to keep things peaceable in his town,
but this didn’t make him warm to the man any.

“You talk awful sassy for
somebody in your spot without the wherewithal to buy his way out,
Benedict,” the sheriff said. He glanced towards the archway that
gave onto the office, then said importantly, “The man who wants to
see you is Burk Kincaid.”

“Is that name supposed to mean
something to me?”

“It should. Mr. Kincaid is the
richest man in Keogh County. He owns the Anvil Ranch.”

“The Anvil!” Brazos said,
impressed. He looked at Benedict as he got to his feet. “That’s a
really big outfit, Yank. Matter of fact, I was thinkin’ we could go
out there and see if they want a pair of hands.”

Benedict winced. The prospect of ranch
work might appeal to former cowboy Brazos, but not to a man of
Benedict’s special skills. He leaned against the bars and stared at
Rudkin’s big, meaty face.

“What does this man want with
me?”

“Says he wants to talk,” Rudkin
replied. “Says he might be willin’ to pay your fine.”

Benedict’s eyes narrowed. “Why should a
stranger want to do that?”

“Never look a gift horse in the
mouth, Benedict,” Brazos said. “Send this here feller in, Sheriff.
You can tell him there’s one jailbird at least that’s pinin’ for a
little free air.”

“It’s you he wants to see,
Benedict,” Rudkin said. “What will I tell him?”

Benedict shrugged.
“Let him come
in.”

“Mebbe he’s heard we’re lookin’
for work, Yank?” Brazos said as the sheriff trudged off. “Could be
luck’s runnin’ our way at last.”

Not at all sure that the luck
involved in landing a ranch job would be good or bad, Duke Benedict
gave no reply. He stood at the door puffing on his cheroot, his
dark hair gleaming and his handsome face blank as the man came
through the archway.

Burk Kincaid was a tall man
with a carefully clipped moustache and keen eyes. He was also a man
of direct and deliberate ways. After introducing himself and giving
the prisoners a careful perusal, he got straight down to business. He needed
two good hands on Anvil. If Benedict and Brazos were interested, he
would pay their fines and start them off immediately. The wages
would be eighty dollars a week each.

Until the cattleman
mentioned
the wages, Hank Brazos had been enthusiastic. But now he frowned,
his blue eyes staring through the bars in puzzlement at the boss of
Anvil.

“Eighty a week, Mr. Kincaid?” he
breathed. “Glory, man. where we’ve been, punchers don’t make that
much in two months.”

“With twenty men on my payroll,
I’m well aware of the going rate for hands, Mr. Brazos,” Kincaid
said. “I’m not looking for cowpunchers.”

“What are you looking for, Mr. Kincaid?” Benedict
asked.

“Trouble-shooters.”

Benedict let out his
breath. “Do
you mean gunfighters?”

“I mean what I say. You may or
may not know, Mr. Benedict, that there has been trouble between the
Anvil and Joe Tucker’s Fifty-four Ranch. It’s a difference of long
standing, and recently it’s grown worse. I won’t go into all the
details, but I heard today that the Fifty-four has hired two
gunfighters, the Brand brothers from Clanton Gulch. As I can only
interpret this as a deliberately aggressive action on Tucker’s
behalf, I have no option but to take counter measures to protect
myself.”

Benedict and Brazos exchanged a glance. Then
Benedict said quietly:

“And what makes you believe
we’re the kind of men you need, Mr. Kincaid?”

“One of my men was at the
Paylode last night when you had that run-in with Matt Baylor, the
sheriff’s nephew,” Kincaid replied without hesitation. “Brad Cooley
is one of my troubleshooters. He told me that you handled yourself
commendably, and now, having met you, I’m convinced you’re what I
am looking for. Will you accept my offer?”

“No.”

Both Brazos and Benedict replied
together.

The rancher looked
surprised. “But I don’t understand. I’m not asking you to hire your
guns in the strict sense. I’m simply looking for somebody with the
ability to help me protect my life and property. You men obviously
have that ability—”

“Sorry, Mr. Kincaid,” Brazos cut
him off. “Benedict and me ain’t that kind. Sure, mebbe we know one
end of a gun from the other, and mebbe the Yank here is rated
mighty high in some places in the six-gun line. But we ain’t
guns-for-hire.”

“That’s how it is
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