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The town of Glory was anything but glorious. It was actually a town filled with fear—fear of the wild Yellow House River bunch, and an outlaw gang led by Ben Hollister, a bad man they called the Living Legend for his gun-speed.

	Duke Benedict and Hank Brazos had no intention of buying into Glory’s troubles. All they wanted was a lead on Bo Rangle, the man they were hunting.

	But then a good man was shot dead by the Yellow House boys.

	That’s when Benedict pinned on the town marshal’s badge and together he and Brazos set about restoring law and order.

	With the Yellow House gang dealt with, there was still the matter of Ben Hollister, and a schemer in the shadows saw to it that he and Benedict would eventually clash.

	It was a showdown Benedict would have done anything to avoid. Because he and Holliday had once been friends. And it was the Living Legend who’d taught him everything he knew about guns, and how to use them. 
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	One – The Living Legend

	 

	When the Hollister gang reached the Summerville Stage Trail north of Shafter’s way-station, the sun was well down, notched in the pass through the Fable Mountains.

	As they descended, the sun became a single point of flame, then winked out of existence, and swiftly came the beginning of the night cold. A gusty wind began to blow from the south, raising dust from the slopes that flanked the trail and spreading yellow clouds across the darkening sky. With hard miles behind them and a risky job ahead, they bent their heads against the whip of the wind and rode into the darkness.

	They crossed the Littlehorse Creek, angled through a stand of aspen and followed the creek until they saw the yellow lights shining in the dark.

	“There it is,” murmured tall Ben Hollister. Four guns slipped from leather.

	 

	Ever since an old gray mule had thrust its head through a window to lick the soles of his baby feet, big Hank Brazos had been fond of surprises. But not the sort of surprise he was handed when he was about to go to work on his grilled steak at Shafter’s way-station. He reached for the salt and found himself staring into the muzzle of a Colt .45.

	Until that moment, the journey south from Beaumont had been incident free, even boring. Brazos and his trail partner, Duke Benedict, had reached Beaumont on played-out horses with the trail of the killer they hunted gone cold. Running low on funds, they’d elected to stage down to the Sundown Valley town of Glory to follow up a dim lead on their quarry, leaving their horses with a wrangler who would bring them on.

	After a hundred miles of dust and jolting, poor company, and nothing to drink but tepid water, they were craving some bright lights, feminine company and the opportunity to shake off one another’s company for a while.

	But the rules of the Summerville Stage Company, as enforced by barrel-bellied driver Toby Dick and backed up by shotgun guard Vint Whitman, stated that crews, horses and passengers were to rest overnight at remote Shafter’s way-station, and that was that. Duke Benedict, being as fastidious as his huge partner was easy-going, had flatly refused to break his fast after taking one superior look about the kitchen. But Brazos had shrugged philosophically, offered a few uncomplimentary observations on the crew’s parentage, morals and washing habits just to let them know where they stood, then had sweetened the insults with a grin and told old Darcy Rudge to fetch him a steak.

	“Just nice and easy, bucko,” said the burly gunman across the table, his voice muffled by the spotted bandanna pulled up over the lower half of his face. “Move ’em up and keep ’em up or you’re dead mutton.”

	Brazos’ big, saddle-brown hands elevated slowly. Beyond the man with the Colt, he could see that three more masked men had ghosted into the dining room just as silently to menace the others. The giant was cursing himself for his carelessness as a deft hand reached down to pluck his Colt from its holster. For a man who’d lived shoulder to shoulder with danger through four years of the bloodiest war in history and then during the long, perilous hunt for infamous Bo Rangle ever since, he prided himself on his sharply honed sixth-sense where trouble was concerned. But who would have been on the lookout for trouble at this damned station at the crotch-end of nowhere?

	Then he remembered.

	The Summerville stage was carrying a strongbox. He didn’t know what was in it, but the stage crew had kept a mighty sharp eye on it all the way down from Beaumont. At this moment, the box was under the table where the driver and gun-guard were being poked to their feet by a slim desperado, who seemed hardly fully grown.

	A split second later, the youthful bandit demonstrated forcibly that young though he might be, he knew his business. Gun-guard Vint Whitman, big face flushed with rage as he got to his feet, suddenly grabbed at the table edge with the plain idea of wrapping it around the boy’s masked face. The kid lunged forward, lamplight glittering on the arc of his sweeping gun barrel, and Vint Whitman went down spilling blood from a gashed forehead.

	“No!”

	The shout came from the tallest of the four bandits as the boy who’d decked Whitman thumbed back the hammer of his six-gun. The boy hesitated and the tall man holstered his gun, crossed to the boy and put a restraining hand on his shoulder.

	“Leave him be,” he said quietly, and Brazos couldn’t help but be impressed by his soft-voiced authority. “We’re not killers ... let him lie.”

	“But damn it all, Ben—” the youth started explosively, then froze, eyes widening with alarm. “God, I’m sorry ... I never meant to call you by name.”

	“Ben!” breathed old Darcy Rudge, the stationmaster. His voice turned falsetto. “You’re Ben Hollister!”

	The name rang like a gong in Brazos’ head. Ben Hollister, the man the dime novels called the Living Legend; the name he’d heard often from Duke Benedict’s lips, spoken almost in awe from a man who was rarely impressed by anybody.

	And hard on the heels of that came the sudden realization that Benedict wasn’t in the room.

	As the man whom old Rudge had called Ben Hollister and the boy who’d let his name slip spoke in undertones, Brazos’ blue-eyed gaze swept around the room. Where in hell was Benedict? And where was Rudge’s daughter?

	The answer, had he been given time to figure it out, was that they had to be together. For when it came to a pretty face and a well-turned ankle, handsome Duke Benedict was one of the greatest enthusiasts and connoisseurs west or east of the Mississippi. And then pretty young Alice Rudge came through the kitchen doorway smiling back over her shoulder and carrying a tray laden with food. With the sounds of the outlaws’ arrival covered by the yammering wind, the girl obviously had no intimation of what had been going on any more than did Benedict who followed her in.

	What happened next would live long in Hank Brazos’ memory as a vivid reminder of the gulf that separated good men with a gun like himself from the true artists. Smiling at the girl one second, Duke Benedict took in the scene in the dining room and came clear with a blistering instinctive draw, far faster than any man could squeeze trigger.

	Hank Brazos had always known that the dandy gambling man with whom he’d thrown in his lot to hunt down Bo Rangle was incredibly fast, yet never in his life had he seen a gun flash with such blinding speed. Yet even that impressive sight was not the high point of that searing moment, for as Benedict’s right hand had swept for the white-handled Colt, the man old Rudge had called Ben Hollister also drove for his hip.

	And Hollister’s Colt reached firing level ahead of Benedict’s!

	Brazos gasped in disbelief as Benedict froze, his handsome face white as he stared down the muzzle of the gun. The room waited for the crash of a six-gun, but it didn’t come.

	“Let it drop,” murmured Ben Hollister. And then he added softly, “Duke.”

	Benedict frowned, his astonishment deepening as he stared intently at the outlaw. “Your voice, mister,” he said uncertainly, “I know that voice ...”

	Brazos cleared his throat. “The old man reckons he’s Ben Hollister, Yank.”

	“Ben!” Duke Benedict took a step towards the tall man, then halted. “By all that lives and breathes, it is you!”

	“Will somebody tell me what the blue hell is goin’ on?” snarled the youth who had floored Whitman. “Ben, who is this dude? And what—?” He broke off as the tall man reached up and tugged down his dusty bandanna to reveal a clean-cut face one wouldn’t expect to find hiding behind a robber’s mask. The youth swore viciously. “Ben, have you lost your mind?”

	“Ben!” Benedict cried, and the two tall men shook hands and embraced, just as if their reunion had been staged in the lobby of the American House Hotel, Denver, instead of in the middle of a holdup to hell and gone along the Summerville stage trail.

	As the two men separated, big Hank Brazos scowled and lowered his hands. Nobody objected. After the first excitement of the reunion, Ben Hollister turned to his men and ordered them to holster their guns and go outside and wait with the horses. The young one, whom Hollister introduced to Benedict as his kid brother Billy, protested and cursed, but ended up leaving with the other two. Then Benedict informed the others in the room that the holdup was cancelled and he suggested that everybody get back to the meal while he and Hollister repaired to the front gallery to talk.

	Five minutes later there came the sound of horses moving off. Then Benedict re-entered the room, smoking one of his long black cigars.

	“They’ve gone,” he murmured in his clipped eastern accent. Then, nodding to Vint Whitman who sat slumped at a table with a yard of calico wrapped around his big head, he asked, “You all right now, friend?”

	Normally an aggressive fellow, the sick and sorry gun-guard could only grunt. But his testy, indignant little driver wasn’t short of a few words.

	“Of course he’s not all right. That blow with the gun could have killed him.” Toby Dick had been as quiet as a church mouse over the past twenty minutes, but now that the danger had gone he was getting noisier and braver by the second. He waggled an accusing finger at the gambling man. “And now, mister, maybe you’ll be good enough to tell us how come you’re so friendly with that bunch of hard cases?”

	Looking pained, the way he always did when confronted by base ingratitude, Benedict said, “You should be thanking your lucky stars I know Hollister, mister. You’re all in one piece and you still have your strongbox, so what are you complaining about?”

	“Yes, shame on you, Mr. Dick,” reprimanded Alice Rudge, coming to stand by Benedict and looking up at him with undisguised admiration. “If it hadn’t been for Mr. Benedict, we could all be dead by now.” The girl was still pale from her experience, but nevertheless she managed to put a great deal of candlepower into the smile she shone on the gambling man. “You’re a very brave man, Mr. Benedict. And we are all tremendously grateful, no matter what Mr. Dick says.”

	Brazos scowled as Benedict bowed to the girl and gave her a winning smile. How was it, Brazos brooded, that no matter which way the cards were dealt, Benedict always seemed to come out of it with the winning hand? Dismissing the thought as unworthy, considering the fact that Benedict had saved the day, he got to his feet, forced a grin and said, “Well, let’s hear it, Yank.”

	“Hear what?” Benedict said absently, watching the way Alice’s rounded hips moved under her skirt as she walked towards the kitchen.

	“About you and Hollister, of course, and how come you got him to light out without the strongbox.”

	“Sorry, Reb, I don’t feel like talking about Ben just now,” Benedict drawled. Then, setting his cigar between his teeth, he followed the girl out to the kitchen.

	“Say, he’s some character, that pard of yours, ain’t he, sonny?” old Darcy Rudge said with a gap-toothed grin.

	“He’s that right enough,” Brazos muttered. “And you know somethin’ else, old-timer?”

	“What, sonny?”

	“You cook lousy steak.”

	 


 

	Two – Noon Stage to Glory

	 

	Benedict and Brazos had the stage all to themselves. The other passengers had heard that Sundown Valley was wild country, and last night’s experience had proved it and more. The trio was waiting back at Shafter’s way-station for the next stage back north. It wasn’t due for three days, but they were prepared to wait—Darcy Rudge’s poor cuisine notwithstanding.

	Sprawled in one corner of the jolting coach with his sorry hat canted forward over his eyes, Brazos was playing the “Ballad of a Sad Cowboy” on his harmonica, and in the opposite corner Duke Benedict was reading a small, leather-bound book, “The Collected Poems of Percy Bysshe Shelley.” Or he was trying to read, the big man noted. Frequently Benedict would mark his place with a finger, close the book and stare out the window. And each time he did that, a small frown would crease his brows and it was plain that his thoughts were a long way off. Brazos knew the other was thinking about Ben Hollister, but he was damned if he was going to ask about the gunfighter again. If Benedict wanted to talk about Hollister, then that was all right by him. He was curious, of course, but right now he was more interested in their chances of getting a lead on the man they hunted.

	Their hunt for Bo Rangle, wartime marauder, outlaw, killer, fugitive from justice, dated back to the dying days of the Civil War when Confederate and Union troops had fought a bloody battle over a shipment of Confederate gold, only to have the gold snatched away by the infamous Rangle’s Raiders. Rebel sergeant Hank Brazos and Union captain Duke Benedict were the sole survivors of that savage encounter at Rye Patch, Georgia. Chance had brought them together at war’s end, and now, together, they hunted Bo Rangle and the gold so many brave men had died for.

	The lead that had prompted them to take the long journey to Glory, Sundown Valley, had been a slender one, but in the absence of anything better to go on, they’d elected to follow it. Coaxing tuneful notes from his mouth organ and absently rubbing the back of his ugly dog, Bullpup, snoring contentedly on the floor, the giant Texan was wondering how they would make out in Glory even if they got a scent of Rangle’s trail. Funds were low. It could well be that they might have to work at their respective trades of horse-breaking and gambling before they could push on, and that was a depressing thought on a hot summer day in an unsprung stagecoach.

	Finally Benedict gave up trying to read altogether. He slipped the book away in his expensive leather traveling bag that lay on the seat opposite, lit a cigar and cocked a disapproving eye at Bullpup who was snoring like a buzz saw.

	“I suppose he has to do that?” he murmured.

	Brazos blew a sour
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