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	The Home of Great 

	Western Fiction!

	 


Crossing the Red Man River when it was in full flood wasn’t the wisest thing gambler Duke Benedict and his cowboy sidekick Hank Brazos had ever done. And when the ferry they riding tore free of its ropes, they found themselves driven downstream until their wild ride ended on the banks of Peaceful Valley. Here, a religious order had built itself a town … but the Devil had settled in those parts, too, for one of the townsfolk had just been murdered, and the two newcomers quickly found themselves accused of the killing!

	As if that wasn’t bad enough, Peaceful Valley was about to get a visit from bad man Chad Irons and his gang of cutthroats. Before he’d been sent to prison, the valley had been Irons’ hideaway. Now he intended to take it back – and kill everyone who stood in his way!

	One way or another, it was time for Benedict and Brazos to start fighting back …
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	One – One Dead Brother

	 

	It was mid-morning in Peaceful Valley and all the Brethren who had lived and worked for the Lord in this remote part of Nevada were dutifully going about their daily chores, secure in the knowledge that prayer and good works would ultimately gain them their rightful place in the kingdom of the Master they served so well.

	All except two ...

	A mile west of the little mine that supplied the Brethren with the gold to fashion their chalices and statues of worship, Brother Smoke was hard at work fashioning a hole in a secluded glade ... and a puzzled Brother Jackson was approaching through aspen and birch, drawn by the sounds of digging.

	Brother Smoke, a big, powerful man with hard, dark eyes and a black spade beard, worked swiftly and efficiently. It was hot. Sweat coursed from his pores and made the black cassock cling to his back. But he didn’t mind; as foreman of the Brethren who worked the Paradise Mine, he was accustomed to hard labor.

	Finally the hole was deep enough. He set down the shovel and smiled as he hefted the canvas sack. Two hundred dollars’ worth of gold at least, likely more, a nice addition to what he had already buried.

	Suddenly Brother Smoke froze.

	A dark shadow had fallen across the hole.

	His big head jerked around and he looked into a familiar face.

	The man stared at the sack in Smoke’s hand with an expression of total astonishment on his face.

	“Jackson!” Smoke breathed, coming slowly erect.

	Jackson’s eyes lifted from the sack and focused accusingly on Smoke’s bearded face. “Is what I see with my eyes what it seems to be? Thou art stealing Brethren gold?”

	“Stealin’?” Smoke’s cunning brain worked at desperate speed. Somehow he found a smile. “Brother Jackson, do you really believe a member of the Brethren would steal—could steal?”

	A flicker of uncertainty crossed Jackson’s lean face. A founding member of the Brethren and a man of absolute virtue, he always found it difficult to suspect evil in other men. Yet everything he saw here pointed to guilt, he told himself. However, he must at least grant his brother a chance to explain.

	“If thou art not caught in theft, Brother Smoke,” he said, using the biblical idiom of the Upper Brethren, “then what art thou doing?”

	“I didn’t wish for a single Brethren to know of this until the day, Brother,” Smoke said with convincing regret. “But now that you have seen what I’m about, I have no choice but to reveal my secret.”

	“Secret, Brother? And what is this day thou speaketh of?”

	“Why, Thanksgivin’, of course. You know what store the Deacon sets by that feast, Brother. Well, I ... I wanted to do somethin’ really special for him ... you know, to repay him for all he’s done for me.” Smoke licked his lips, and then, growing more assured by the second, went on quickly, “The truth of it is, Brother Jackson, I’m makin’ the Deacon a statue of Saint Jude—gonna be the finest statue we got in Redemption. Mebbe it was wrong of me, knowin’ the Deacon’s rules about the gold and all, but there was no other way I could make the statue in secret without takin’ the gold from the mine.” He reached out to touch Jackson’s black-garbed arm. “If I done wrong, it was only because I hold the Deacon so high, Brother. You understand, don’t you? Tell me I ain’t done wrong, Brother.”

	As Brother Jackson looked into Smoke’s pleading, dark eyes, he felt his uncertainty begin to ebb. “Well, Brother Smoke, this is most irregular ... and I’m sure I don’t know what the Deacon would say, but ...” He paused. “I shall be honest with thee, Brother. Thy explanation has the ring of truth, but a canker of doubt remains in my heart. Perhaps if I could see some evidence of your statue ... Are you using a mold?”

	“Mold? Why, yeah, of course.” Smoke turned and gestured in the direction of Red Man River. “My mold’s in one of them caves by the river, not far from here. We can ...”

	Brother Smoke broke off and swabbed at his eyes with his sleeve, then he hung his head. “I ... I’m sorry, Brother,” he muttered. “I—it just hit me that ... that you really thought I was stealin’. I guess I can’t really blame you, but it’s a hard thing all the same. I mean, I know I’m kind of a hard case compared to you Upper Brethren, but I try my best to ...”

	“Brother, say not another word,” Jackson implored, his face flooding with forgiveness and contrition as he put an arm around the big man’s shoulders. “I see now the wrong I have done thee. Thou art a true Brethren and I know thy innocence. Come, compose thyself, my Brother, and tell me that thou forgiveth my injustice.”

	Smoke squeezed Jackson’s arm. “Brother, I knew you couldn’t really mean it. I knew it.”

	Jackson’s eyes were misty. “Then say thou forgiveth me, Brother. Put it in words.”

	“I forgive you,” Smoke said magnanimously,

	Brother Jackson beamed happily as he took the sack of gold from Smoke’s hand. “Then it is between us as before. Now let us go to the caves.”

	“Lead the way, Brother.”

	Jackson turned and strode off, Smoke lumbering behind and scanning the forest in all directions. Seeing that no one was in sight, he moved forward on suddenly quickened feet. Then, as deftly as a child slipping a ribbon over the neck of a kitten, he looped the rope cincture from his waist around Jackson’s neck and snapped it tight with all his strength.

	Brother Jackson’s body jerked convulsively, but Smoke held him fast against him until his body went slack.

	“Hallelujah, Brother,” he panted, slinging the rope’s end over a low tree branch. Then he watched the purple faced corpse swing and said, “Amen.”

	 

	“I tell you I already got a woman,” big Hank Brazos lied to the mountain of female flesh.

	“Ah, but not such a woman like Pandora, eh, Caballero?”

	“Well, mebbe she ain’t quite so well nourished up as you, ma’am. But she’s plenty bossy and she sure don’t take kindly to me messin’ with other women.”

	“Pah!” Pandora placed a plump hand on an enormous hip. “Gringo women, pah! They have no fire, no stomachs. Spanish women have much passion and tenderness. When we make love, a hombre knows he is with a woman, not some skinny little mouse.”

	Some women chattering nearby began to laugh and the cheeks of the blond young giant in the faded purple shirt, colored through his dark tan. Brazos was cursing himself for getting entangled with this mountainous female. Following a long trail with his partner, Duke Benedict, he had ridden all night; then reaching the wagon camp at sunrise, he’d been pressed to stay for breakfast by Pandora. The meal had been top class; frijoles, Mexican beans, tortillas and the best coffee he’d tasted in a long time.

	Now it seemed a price was to be paid.

	Mustering a boyish grin, he tried to explain one more time that he had business in another direction that kept him from accepting her generous offer to let him drive her wagon the rest of the way to Colorado, even if she was prepared to feed him like a king on delicious Mexican food every mile.

	“You see, my pard and I are lookin’ for a feller, ma’am,” he said, glancing around in vain for some sign of Duke Benedict. “But I appreciate your offer, and if I was lookin’ for a woman I sure enough wouldn’t have to look no further than you.”

	Pandora was unimpressed. A surfeit of rich cooking and a lack of sleep had resulted in her last driver taking flight two days ago, and this big gringo with the bashful grin and big muscles looked strong enough to drive a Conestoga clear to Washington.

	“You do not want to look for feller,” she assured him, simpering and reaching for him with a hand the size of a supper plate. “You will be happy with Pandora.”

	It was no time for chivalry. Hank Brazos ducked under her pudgy arm and bolted—head-first into the belly of the biggest Mexican he’d ever seen in his life.

	“Uh ... ’scuse me,” he said politely enough, straightening his battered hat. “Kinda in a hurry, so if you’ll—”

	“Uno momento, compadre,” growled the Mexican heavyweight, taking a white bone toothpick from greasy lips. His face was pocked and seamed and the black patch he wore over one eye made him look like a baby-killer on a bad day. “I am Manuel Vadinho, the wagon master of this train.” He inclined his head at Pandora who was standing behind Brazos with hands on massive hips looking thunderous and hurt at the same time. “You were not polite just now to my sister, señor.”

	“Your sister?”

	“Si, my little baby sister whom I treasure.”

	Brazos turned his young, sun-bronzed face to the sky. She would have a brother. And he would dress out at about two eighty pounds of prime Mexican beef.

	Brazos pulled his mouth into a grin. “Okay, señor, if you hold as how I was impolite, then you got my apology.” He turned and nodded to the scowling Pandora. “Sorry, ma’am.”

	Pandora grunted and her brother nodded in approval.

	“Well spoken, gringo, you have breeding.” Vadinho smiled. “And now you will resume your conversation with my sister.”

	Brazos’ forced grin faded. The big Mex wasn’t asking, he was telling. Brazos looked past him and saw that silent men were gathering about. They’d looked friendly at breakfast. They didn’t look friendly now.

	A faint bell of warning rang in his brain. Where the hell had Benedict got to, anyway? His stare went past the group of men but all he saw were their horses and his big dog Bullpup chomping on a beef shank.

	He turned back to Vadinho. “’Tweren’t rightly a conversation we was havin’, señor. Your sister offered me a job drivin’ her wagon and I had to turn her down.”

	The Mexican’s solitary black eye glittered.

	“Señor,” he said deliberately, “you do not understand. We need another driver.”

	Mental agility wasn’t Hank Brazos’ long suit, but suddenly he understood why they’d been so anxious for him and Benedict to stop off and share breakfast with them. Along the Galveston waterfront, they called it shanghaiing.

	“Señor,” he said softly, “you’re startin’ to crowd me and that surely is somethin’ I can’t abide. Step aside—I’m leavin’.”

	But a heavy hand fell on Brazos’ forearm as he made to step past.

	“You will remain, gringo,” Vadinho hissed.

	Brazos exploded.

	He looped a right into the big Mexican’s belly and saw his mouth balloon with sudden air. Vadinho was all meat and no bones. His ornamental sombrero flew from his head as he jack-knifed forward. Brazos seized the back of his jacket and jerked his head down to uppercut him in the face with his knee.

	Vadinho’s proud Mexican beak was flattened, but instead of going backwards as Brazos expected, he grabbed at the Texan and butted him in the belly in blind panic. Brazos seized his arms, fell backwards to the ground and then, shoving a big boot in the Mexican’s guts, threw him ten feet against the mirror of a bureau that had been offloaded from Mrs. Storey’s wagon while they fixed a broken axle.

	Brazos winced as glass burst, furniture splintered and Vadinho threshed amongst the debris as his sister screamed.

	Then Brazos had other things to occupy him as the others came in with a rush.

	The sight of Vadinho staggering past leaking blood succeeded in claiming Duke Benedict’s attention. Nothing less could have done it, for when the ruckus began Hank Brazos’ tall, good-looking partner was sitting in elegant splendor in the wagon of the widow Schaefer who had just displayed excellent taste by saying that never in her life had she met a man half as handsome. That was the sort of dialogue the gambling man loved to hear, particularly from somebody with an hour-glass figure, magnificent red hair and the most spectacular bosom in Nevada. Regretfully doffing his hat to the widow and thanking her for her hospitality, Benedict stepped outside just in time to see Brazos flatten a lumbering Swede with a blow that would have felled an ox, and then evade the clutching hands of a dozen angry-looking men who came leaping towards him.

	“Let’s get the hell outa here, Benedict,” Brazos roared as a lump of two-by-one wagon slat came flying after him. “Pronto!”

	Duke Benedict needed only one glance to realize what was going on. He’d been propelled into too many wild, bone-cracking brawls by his big, illiterate trail partner in the past not to know the ropes. So he doffed his hat once more to the widow as Brazos pounded past, then he sprinted after him.

	That was when an enjoyable brawl turned into something else. Getting up off the ground after a Brazos haymaker had smashed his nose, a red-headed teamster lurched upright with a gun in his fist and fired.

	The bullet went six feet too high. Duke Benedict’s reaction was that of a man as skilled with a gun as he was with a deck of cards. As wild-eyed wagoners threw themselves left and right out of the line of fire, he spun, lifted his right-hand gun clear and shot the smoking Colt .45 from the wagoner’s hand.

	The gun was what he aimed for, but by chance the slug ricocheted up, furrowed the side of the redhead’s temple and knocked him down as if he’d been pole axed.

	Benedict had played the gunsmoke game too often not to know that the redhead was only creased. In the stunned moments of silence that followed the blast of guns he tried to say as much, but didn’t get far. Shock turned to rage on the faces of Brazos’ adversaries. A fat man bellowed, “Get your guns, he’s murdered Slim!” and there was a wild rush for the wagons.

	If they’d had any doubts about whether they should make dust or not, Brazos and Benedict didn’t have any now. Luckily the horses weren’t far away. Benedict hit leather first and then Brazos bounded into the saddle of his appaloosa a moment later. Both left the scene at a storming gallop, with Bullpup streaking at their heels.

	Riding low in their saddles, they zigzagged the horses as guns started to roar behind. But the wagoners’ aims were poor, and soon they were out of range, pounding west along the deep-rutted wagon trail.

	“You all right?” Benedict asked.

	“’Course I am. I was goin’ great until you beefed that joker. Why’d you have to do a fool thing like that?”

	The fact that the man was no worse than creased had nothing to do with the swift fury that leaped into Benedict’s eyes. It was the big Texan’s ingratitude that galled.

	“You cretin!” Benedict barked, ducking his head as he sped beneath a low branch. “They were about to pound you into the gravel when I bought in. Next time I’ll let them go right ahead.”

	“That mightn’t be too long.”

	“What?”

	Brazos jerked a thumb over his shoulder. Hipping around in the saddle, Benedict looked backtrail to see that four rifle-toting riders had burst away from the wagon train and were drumming after them in swift pursuit.

	The look Benedict directed at his trail partner would have peeled paint. At times like this he was prone to bitter reflection on the irony of how a gambling man of quality and breeding like himself came to be riding with an over-muscled, illiterate saddle bum with a talent for stirring up trouble second to none.

	Sometimes he almost enjoyed the luxury of letting his thoughts run along those superior lines, but not today—not with a lynch-minded posse hard on their heels.

	 


 

	Two – The Wild Way South

	 

	They rode west for several miles. First the hills crowded them on either side, then they swept down to broad, flat country where the timber thinned out, giving way to big granite boulders that stood high above the yellow summer grass. The boulders, red and yellow and scarred with age and weather, looked ancient and solemn, like tombstones in a churchyard. At another time, Benedict’s curiosity would have demanded that he pull up and study the strange formations at close quarters, but there was a cloud of dust behind them, and not too far behind at that.

	They galloped across the flats and over a sea of red flowers, then through a tall stand of cottonwoods from which red-wing blackbirds rose in a flock, shrieking at being disturbed.

	A mile farther on the way led past a lake. Heavy cedars stood along the banks in clusters. Between the trees and the water’s edge bloomed brilliant yellow cactus flowers, their vivid color mirrored in the glassy surface.

	“Pretty country!” Brazos shouted as they left the lake behind, but this drew no response from a sullen Duke Benedict.

	The horses swept over a knoll and went racing through a stand of tall cat-tail grass whose stalks whipped at them. The sun was getting hot. Bullpup’s tongue hung out four inches and the horses were sweat-foamed as they struggled up a steep ridge. Then Red Man River lay below.

	“Judas!” Brazos grunted, sawing the appaloosa to a halt. “Look at that!”

	Benedict stared and tense lines appeared in his face. He and Brazos had known that Red Man River was located some five miles from the wagon camp and they’d calculated that the posse would likely quit there. But nature had played a joker. The Red Man was flooded. Normally a shallow stream snaking through the looming Sourdough Mountains, the Red Man that morning was a broad, angry red torrent. Melting snows in the north had been flowing into the river for a week, then heavy rain in the hills twenty-four hours ago had lifted its level almost to its banks. It was an ominous sight with its yellow flood froth and the speeding deadfall logs bobbing on its surface ... almost as ominous as the dust cloud behind them.

	It was a bad moment, but then Benedict spotted a rooftop through the river willows along the bank almost directly ahead, and beyond the roof was the prow of a boat.

	“Could be the ferry we heard about in Oxbend!” Benedict said, pointing.

	“It better be,” Brazos replied grimly as a fast glance over his shoulder revealed the fast-moving horsemen visible now at the base of the column of hoof-kicked dust. He touched spur to flank and led the way down the ridge at a dead run.

	Five minutes later they were reining in by the building on the river shore. It was a ferry station cum general store built up on stout logs to keep it out of the reach of floods like this one. And there was a ferry boat.

	The ferryman came out as they swung down, but they were more interested in the boat. It was a rough looking craft, unpainted and weathered, but it looked solid enough. Brazos, who’d had a little more experience with boats than Benedict, saw that it was a keel boat converted to a horse and passenger ferry by adding a sloping loading ramp to the stern and a horse stall by the cabin. It had two big pulleys fore and aft through which a stout rope ran from a willow on the store side to a big cottonwood across the river.

	“What do you think?” Benedict said, looking at the way the water swirled about the boat.

	“I think we got no choice,” Brazos said with rough logic. He seized the lines of Benedict’s horse, then whistled to Bullpup who stood off, his eyes rolling in alarm as he looked at the Red Man. “You fix the geezer up while I load the horses,” Brazos added.

	Benedict walked towards the station as the ferryman, a pop-eyed, rough-looking man with a great thatch of frizzy hair, jumped down from the landing and ran their way.
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