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He was a dead man walking.

	He staggered into the hotel lobby with a knife sticking out of one ear, and when he hit the floor the blade finally penetrated his brain and finished him off once and for all.

	Unfortunately, there was no shortage of suspects. A lot of men had reason to hate Harvey Yardigan. But then a witness came forward to say that the murder had been committed by none other than Duke Benedict.

	Benedict and his partner, Hank Brazos, were in the town of Mirage on secret business. Midwest Territory was a hotbed of crime, murder and rustling. Things were so bad that folks had started calling it “The Killing Ground” instead. The fancy gambler and his big cowboy friend were sent in to clean the territory up … but it seemed that someone else was already onto them – and would stop at nothing to make sure they failed in their mission!
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Chapter One – Winners and Losers

	 

	HARVEY YARDIGAN DIDN’T look like a man with less than an hour to live. In fact, seated at the poker layout in the Texas Saloon and beaming with ruddy good spirits as he raked in yet another winning pot, he looked more like a glowingly healthy advertisement for the snake-oil he peddled from town to town than a man poised precariously on the brink of death.

	“Right sorry about that, Mr. Benedict,” he smirked at the heaviest loser in that particular hand. “Just don’t seem to be able to lose tonight no how.” He gave a big grin, showing tobacco-stained teeth. “Still in?”

	Tall and handsome and down thirty dollars already in a small-stake game, Duke Benedict, newly arrived in Capital City, nodded coldly. He’d come to the Territorial capital in the role of a professional gambler and good professionals simply couldn’t afford to lose to loud-mouthed snake-oil drummers.

	“Still in, sir,” he said in a clipped Eastern accent, “though I suggest we stop playing this penny-ante stuff. What do you say, gentlemen?”

	Yardigan couldn’t agree quickly enough for he was riding a winning streak and knew it. He looked expectantly at the other two players who made up the four, Judge Hector Tape and the deputy governor of Midwest Territory, Luther T. Carrington.

	“I’m not carrying a great deal of money,” said Carrington, a skillful player who frequently sought the relaxing atmosphere of the city’s gambling halls to balance the stress of his high position. “I didn’t really plan to play at all tonight.”

	“I’m sure the proprietor, Mr. Dongin, will honor your IOU if needs be, Mr. Carrington,” the drummer said with the fawning manner he adopted for important men. His eager gaze swung to Benedict. “A few rounds of table stakes suit you, mister?”

	“Indubitably.”

	“Huh?”

	“I answered in the affirmative,” Benedict explained, and when Yardigan still looked baffled, added, “Table stakes will suit admirably.”

	“Some gilt-edged accent you got there, Mr. Benedict,” Yardigan said as the judge passed him the deck to deal. “Too bad it don’t help a man at the tables if he talks fancy and dudes himself up like a Christmas tree, ain’t it?”

	That was Harvey Yardigan’s way. He was the least successful traveler in Dr. Moon’s Wonder Elixir because he had a personality like a packrat. Few people liked Yardigan on sight and close contact rarely warmed new acquaintances at all. He was loud-mouthed and sarcastic and his poker playing style was offensive. He threw his cards down with no regard for custom. He swore at his bad luck and crowed when he won. He spat too close to the judge’s boots as he dealt, and it was plain to both the girl drooping wearily over Benedict’s shoulder and the yawning barkeep, that neither the judge, the great man, nor the gambler much cared who trimmed Harvey Yardigan down to size, providing somebody did.

	Carrington glanced sharply at Benedict to see how he would react to the drummer’s jibe, but his handsome face was blank as he in turn glanced at the judge who was seated on the dealer’s right.

	“I’ll open,” said Carrington. “How about five dollars for beginners?”

	Benedict tossed in a five dollar greenback.

	“Count me in,” said Yardigan.

	They bought their cards and the judge opened the betting with a cautious thirty dollars. Carrington counted out thirty chips and added another stack. “And thirty.”

	“Well, well,” Benedict drawled, “things are livening up. I’ll match the sixty and double it. One hundred and twenty to you, Mr. Yardigan.”

	Yardigan coolly counted out chips.

	“Your bet, Benedict, and another hundred.”

	The three other players stared at him. Yardigan had bought three cards against Benedict’s two and Tape and Carrington’s one card apiece.

	After due consideration, Judge Tape decided his two pairs weren’t quite good enough and tossed them in. Carrington promptly doubled Yardigan’s bet and Duke Benedict’s dark eyebrows elevated sharply. This was getting a little rich for his blood, especially when he happened to be only holding three eights, yet he was considering calling the suspected bluffs when the batwings swung inwards to admit a young giant of a man with ox-like shoulders and deceptively innocent blue eyes which swept around the poker table to come to rest on Benedict.

	The newcomer’s expression registered disapproval as he came threading through the tables, and Duke Benedict sighed and tossed in his hand. It was bad enough to lose good money without getting nagged about it by one’s righteous trail partner, he thought. Then he generously allowed Pretty Lucy to light his cigar to ease the pain of losing to inferiors yet again.

	Unaware that the ‘gambler’ Benedict and ‘cowboy’ Hank Brazos were anything more than casual acquaintances, Yardigan frowned reprovingly as the giant Texan greeted them all with a twanging hometown drawl, then glanced at the deputy governor.

	“How about you, sir?”

	Most of the night, Deputy Governor Carrington had seemed more interested in Duke Benedict, but not now. Carrington was intent on his cards and his voice was tense as he said:

	“I call your hundred and raise you two fifty, Yardigan.”

	Yardigan’s eyes widened. Then, pursing his lips he stared at his cards, squeezed them in a tight fan and examined them once more. Then he placed the cards face down and started checking out the cash he was holding against his chips. It was getting towards the end of his four-week circuit and he was holding considerable cash. Enough to call the deputy governor’s wager, but not enough to raise him as high as he wished. He turned to the saloonkeeper who was seated at the adjoining table.

	“Is my credit good, Mr. Dongin?” he asked.

	“With collateral, mebbe,” came the reply.

	“You know my rig. How much on the van, supplies and four horses? Five hundred dollars?”

	The saloonkeeper blinked. “You want to raise Mr. Carrington again?”

	“Keerect,” said Yardigan, picking up pencil and pad. “It all depends on you.”

	“Well, your outfit would be worth five,” the saloonkeeper murmured, glancing sideways at the deputy governor. “Any objections, Mr. Carrington?”

	“None at all,” said Carrington. “Providing you extend me the same courtesy, Mr. Dongin. As I said, I didn’t come prepared for a big game. Can I write you a note for two hundred and fifty dollars?”

	“Surely,” Dongin said and both men scrawled their IOUs. It grew very quiet in the Texas Saloon as the play resumed.

	Benedict figured that Carrington was holding a full house and maybe Yardigan had a straight. But when it came time to show cards, he found he was wrong. Yardigan called to ‘see’ Carrington, who threw down his cards face up. His face was glowing with triumph.

	“Beat that and you beat me, drummer,” he smiled.

	Four Queens.

	“Well, hell, Mr. Carrington,” Yardigan said, looking crestfallen, “you sure as hell wasn’t bluffin’, was you?” He shook his head ruefully as he studied his own hand. “Four of a kind beats two pairs even out here in the wild Territory, I guess.”

	“You have only two pairs, Yardigan?” asked Judge Tape, astonished.

	“That’s right, Judge,” Yardigan said, still looking sick. “Just two pairs ...”

	He paused as Carrington reached for the pot, then added softly:

	“Two pairs of aces.”

	Carrington went very still, the blood draining from his face. Yardigan’s eyes twinkled. He still held his cards up to his chest. Angrily, Benedict reached out, seized his wrist and banged his hand down onto the table. The cards spilled.

	Harvey Yardigan was holding four aces!

	The thick silence that followed was finally broken by a wheezing, bottled-up sound. Laughter was welling in Harvey Yardigan’s chest and he was trying to suppress it as he raked in the chips. His lips were compressed tightly but his cheeks bulged as though he was storing nuts for winter, while his belly jerked in and out.

	Then his big braying laugh filled the room.

	“Two pairs of aces!” he chortled. “Mr. Carrington, if you could just see your face!”

	Luther Carrington’s face was indeed something to see as he made good his chips. White and furious, he watched the wheezing Yardigan lurch weakly to the bar to order a celebratory drink. Yet even so, Carrington didn’t look any angrier than did Duke Benedict, Judge Tape, Hank Brazos and the saloon’s late-night customers, for Harvey Yardigan’s performance had been in the worst possible taste. There was no prize for guessing who would run a bad last in any popularity contest staged at the Texas Saloon right then.

	But if possible, the hostile, reproving stares only seemed to fan the drummer’s bizarre sense of humor, and the square rang to his whisky-laced laughter when he quit the saloon a half hour later, long after everyone but Joe Dongin had disgustedly called it a night.

	“Two pairs of aces!” Yardigan told a one-eyed cat slinking round the corner. “They might make him governor, like some say, but he’ll always be old Two-Pairs to me!”

	He was still chortling and chatting happily to himself when he staggered up the steps of the seedy Double Eagle Hotel where a dark shape stepped suddenly out of the shadows.

	For just a moment, fear touched Harvey Yardigan. In that moment he remembered he was in a big town and was carrying a great deal of money.

	Then swiftly the bad moment was gone as he realized who it was. His big, offensive smirk clicked back into place.

	“Hey now, what are you doin’ down here on the seedy side?”

	The man dropped a friendly left hand on the drummer’s shoulder then brought up the right which he had held out of sight and plunged the blade of a small skinning knife into Yardigan’s ear. It went in and stayed in. Yardigan staggered but did not fall. Rough hands went through his pockets.

	Blindly, Yardigan stumbled through the doorway into the lobby of the hotel. A drowsy desk clerk looked up and his eyes almost popped out of his head.

	“Great flames!” he whispered, but Yardigan didn’t hear. He was groping like an old, broken man when his toe stubbed a chair. He fell, striking the side of his head where the knife handle protruded. He died instantly.

	 


Chapter Two – The Long Arm

	 

	BRAZOS WAS READY to meet Benedict at Rimrock Canyon. He took his hat down from the big boulder and sat it on the back of his head. His bronzed face was freshly shaven, the skin along the hard clean jawline gleaming from the touch of razor and cold water.

	His faded purple shirt, which was worn unbuttoned to the waist, fair weather or foul, flapped in the dawn breeze, brushing briefly on the walnut butt of the big .45 jutting from well-oiled leather. He looked his normal powerful, easy-going self except for one thing.

	His eyes.

	The usual twinkle was missing and his expression was thoughtful as he mounted and whistled up his dog. Today marked a full week in the Territory on their special assignment and so far Benedict and Brazos had found out very little about the assignment that had brought them here, other than that things were every bit as bad as they had been told and looked like getting worse. But maybe Benedict had come up with something, he thought hopefully. The Yank was always better at brain work—or leastways thought he was.

	He rode from the campsite towards the rising sun. He had spent most of yesterday combing the breaks country west of this point in a fruitless search for the rustled Box 20 herd, had ridden into the Capital at around midnight for a conference with Benedict, then headed directly out to the lake, having information that the Patrice Lake Ranch could be the next outfit to attract the rustlers’ attention.

	He was tired but that was of minor concern to Henry Houston Brazos. He could always keep going until he dropped.

	Benedict was waiting for him at the canyon.

	He was dressed in his familiar black broadcloth, silken cravat and low-crowned gray hat. A long black cigar jutted from his teeth and he pointedly drew out his heavy gold Waltham watch as Brazos’ appaloosa carried him up the slope towards him.

	“You’re seven and one quarter minutes late,” he murmured, closing the watch-case with a click.

	“And you’re early for the first time since before Appomattox. How’d you make it up so early ... or didn’t you get to sleep at all?”

	“Closer than you know, Johnny Reb,” Benedict replied with a secretive, self-satisfied smile. “So lead the way ... I’m not familiar with these boondocks yet.”

	“You’re not familiar with any boondocks that don’t have street lightin’ and a saloon within spittin’ distance,” Brazos grinned, then jabbed a finger northeast. “We go thataway.”

	They rode into the morning, the sun climbing to their right and already gaining strength. Far ahead, like a smoky smudge against the deepening blue sky, loomed the indistinct peaks of the Capitan Mountains. They were heading for the rough country, two tall riders kicking a plume of dust towards the immense, empty sky. In this pleasant morning time before the day’s full heat began to burn, Tyler County, Midwestern Territory, looked a peaceful, tranquil place, far removed from hate and greed and violence. Which proved, if nothing else, that appearances in Governor Sam Nelson’s troubled province could be cruelly deceptive.

	Rimrock Canyon was in the high foothills some two thousand feet above the broad plains. Ponderosa pines clothed the upper reaches and a village was sprawled on the banks of the creek which gurgled down from the Capitans then crawled away over the plains to link up with the Pecos River.

	Benedict reined in and fingered his hat back from his brow.

	“This is it?” He didn’t sound impressed.

	“Yeah. Rimrock Canyon.”

	“Hotbed of intrigue and the cradle of the great new era, no doubt?”

	“What’s that hatful of ten-dollar words mean?”

	“In your parlance, Johnny Reb, it means that you suspect we may strike paydirt here. Correct?”

	“It’s an outside chance,” Brazos conceded, shifting his weight in his big Texas saddle. “A feller in a bar told me that a joker named Farrar who lived out here just might be workin’ against the government.”

	“A fellow in a bar,” Benedict sighed. “If every gabby fellow in every bar were laid end to end ... it would probably be a damned good thing.”

	“Huh?”

	“It means I’m less than thrilled to ride fifteen miles just to check out something some drunk told you in a bar.”

	“So what do you hear?”

	“Well, I’m still in the process of making contacts, establishing my credentials. Ah—credentials means—”

	“I know what it means from the army, dude. Seems to me you’re so busy establishin’ your credentials as a light-fingered card-shark and skirt-chaser that you’re too blamed busy to pick up any leads worth a damn.”

	Benedict smiled mockingly.

	“Your barbs wound me deeply, Johnny Reb. But just have faith in me and all will be well.”

	Big Hank Brazos did have faith in this man who had been his trail partner since war’s end—up to a point. When it came to brains, nerve and gun skill, Benedict was in a class of his own. But left to his own devices in towns filled with pretty women, big games and temptations, he tended to be about as reliable as a dime watch. And saddle-weary Hank Brazos harbored a suspicion that his partner hadn’t taken their assignment to investigate Nelson’s troubled territory seriously as yet.

	“Sure, everything’ll be just fine,” he said, leading the way down the slope. “Providin’ we don’t run out of eatin’ money, that is. How much did you lose in that game last night?”

	“A gentleman never divulges the extent of his winnings.”

	“That sounds like you lost plenty.”

	“That snake-oil drummer bought three cards to make four of a kind,” Benedict pointed out, still sounding aggrieved. “That kind of luck defies all the odds of God or man.” 

	It irritated Hank Brazos when Benedict talked that way, even though he knew it was second nature to him. He recalled
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