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Introduction

Mayhem, Mirth, and Myth: Robert E. Howard’s Humorous Westerns

There is no denying that Robert E. Howard’s heroic fantasy tales are his
most popular, but some who have been inspired to dig deeper (or have
been lucky enough to encounter the random fugitive paperback) have
discovered the wealth and depth of the author’s range and versatility.
Conan, Kull, and their breed have been adapted into comics, served as the
basis for several movies, and inspired seemingly countless pastiches and
continuations. Howard'’s historical adventures, westerns, and boxing tales
all have strong followings, and his horror stories have also received mod-
est attention and have been included in numerous anthologies. But many
of those familiar with Howard’s writings and characters would probably
be surprised to learn that humor was a dominant theme in his published
works. In fact, there are fewer completed stories featuring Conan of
Cimmeria (twenty-one stories), easily Howard’s best-known character,
than there are of either of his most successful humor characters: Sailor
Steve Costigan (twenty-five stories) and Breckinridge Elkins (twenty-two
stories).

I have a special affection for Howard’s humorous westerns. These larg-
er-than-life tales have an amazing vitality and power. The combination of
intense action and broad slapstick carries the stories like a runaway freight
train toward the inevitable conflagration. Howard created three unique
characters for these tales: Breckinridge Elkins of Bear Creek, Nevada;
Buckner J. Grimes of Knife River, Texas; and Pike Bearfield of Wolf
Mountain, Texas. “Breck” was the original creation — Pike and Buckner
were primarily created to sell to different markets, although they certainly
have discriminating features (both in character and in story structure).
There can be little doubt that this is due, at least partially, to practical rather
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than artistic considerations. As a writer working in the Great Depression,
Howard saw many magazines (and hence markets for his writing) come
and go. It was very important for him to sell to a variety of publishers so
that his livelihood would not be jeopardized by the financial problems of a
single market. Conan, for example, was published solely by the magazine
Weird Tales. There was no guarantee that a Conan tale would be accepted
by that magazine, and once a story was accepted and published, payment
was notoriously tardy. With Sailor Steve Costigan and, later, Breckinridge
Elkins, both sold to Fiction House publications, Howard managed to
develop an important secondary market.

Still, there is more to these works than just tackling a market. From
his earliest days of writing, Howard showed an active and sharp sense of
humor. The letters to friends from his teen years are full of wit, including
bawdy poetry, parodies of popular songs and poetry, and political com-
mentary. It was natural, therefore, for Howard to combine this sense of
humor with his love of tall tales and his knowledge of the Southwest. And
this combination developed into Breckinridge Elkins, the central character
in most of the stories included in this volume.

But before diving more deeply into Howard’s humorous westerns, let’s
step back a few years. One cannot understand the genesis of the westerns
that make up this volume without some knowledge of the humorous
boxing stories that were their direct precursors. From July 1929 until
March 1932, eighteen Sailor Steve Costigan stories were published in
Fight Stories and its sister publication Action Stories. These stories built on
Howard’s well-documented following of the sweet science and showed
the rapid development of a very broad, slapstick style. Unfortunately
both Fight Stories and Action Stories suspended publication in 1932. As
the Costigan stories formed a significant percentage of Howard’s sales
during the preceding two years, this was a serious blow to his finances.
Howard did manage to sell a few yarns to other boxing periodicals but
with nowhere near the reliability and regularity he had previously enjoyed.
So it was doubtless excellent news when Howard learned that Action Stories
was resuming publication in late 1933. As he wrote to August Derleth
around December 1933:
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Recently — or rather a few months ago — an old stand-by of mine,
Action Stories, returned to the wars on a bi-monthly basis, but I've
been so busy trying to learn to hammer out detectives that I haven’t
given it the consideration I intend to. So far, since coming back into
circulations, I've landed only one yarn with them, but I hope to work
out a series, as I used to in the past with Steve Costigan, the fighting
sailor. (Whom, if you read the latest Magic Carpet, you encountered
under the cognomen of Dennis Dorgan.) My new character is one
Breckinridge Elkins, a giant of the Humbolt mountains whose exploits
are of the Pecos Bill style.

Howard’s concentration on detective stories turned out to be fairly short-
lived, and the suspension of his best detective markets coincided nicely
with the resurrection of Action Stories. As a result, the Breckinridge Elkins
series soon became Howard’s most reliably saleable character.

From his debut in “Mountain Man” in the March—-April 1934 issue until
Howard’s death in June 1936, a Breckinridge Elkins story appeared in every
issue of Action Stories. In fact, Breckenridge continued to appear for several
months after Howard’s death as the stories already sold were published.

Breckinridge is larger than life, a veritable man in a world of boys. Just
about the only folks he meets who come close to his sheer physical stature
are other members of his own family. Heis, as Howard noted in the letter to
Derleth, a direct literary descendent of Pecos Bill, the mythical prototypical
cowboy. Breckinridge first strode onto the scene in “Mountain Man,” and
from the very first page, he showed the seeming invulnerability that would
become his trademark:

He come up, and said: “Breckinridge, ain’t that a bee settin’ on yore
ear?”

Ireached up, and sure enough, it was. Come to think about it, T had
felt kind of like something was stinging me somewhere.

In the first story alone, Breckenridge encounters bee stings, cactus nee-
dles, clubs, fists, knees, bullets, and buckshot. These things are shaken
off like you or I might deal with a splinter or a pebble in our shoe. And yet
Breck’s legend is not yet fully formed. His steed is 2 most unflattering, if’
physically impressive, mule named Alexander — hardly a suitable mount
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for one such as Breck. This deficiency is quickly addressed in the very next
Elkins story, “Guns of the Mountains.” Here we catch our first glimpses
of a character who was to appear in every subsequent story in the series:
Breck’s horse, Cap’n Kidd. Though to call Cap’n Kidd merely “Breck’s
horse” is to underestimate greatly his contribution to the series. In some
stories, Cap’n Kidd has a presence almost as dominating as Breck himself.
And only Breck has the strength to keep Cap’n Kidd’s temper in some
semblance of check. But what happened to Alexander? Therein lies a tale,
but we have to jump ahead a bit.

The success of the Breckinridge Elkins series eventually led to Howard’s
first book publication, A Gent from Bear Creek, published in England in 1937.
Howard had been trying to break into the British markets since at least
1933, as a potentially lucrative source for second sales. He tried a fantasy
short story collection first but was told that there was a prejudice against
such in Britain at the time and that he should try a novel. He tried again
in 1934 with the Conan novel The Hour of the Dragon, written specifically for
this purpose, and was again rebuffed. Finally, he reworked several of the
previously published Elkins stories and wrote several new stories to create
the episodic novel A Gent from Bear Creek.

I call Gent an “episodic novel” because it shows its short story origin
rather clearly. Most of the original stories have received only minor editing,
primarily the inclusion of references to a running romantic thread that
serves to tie the stories together. New stories were written to begin and end
the volume (and to introduce and tie up the romantic thread). In addition,
one more new story was written that covers the previously unexplained
transition in the Elkins stories: the advent of Cap’n Kidd in the story “Meet
Cap’n Kidd.” Chris Gruber notes in his introduction to the Bison Books
edition of Boxing Stories that Howard did not introduce “the final missing
piece to the Costigan formula,” his bulldog Mike, until the second story.
In an interesting parallel, Howard introduced the key series component of
Cap’n Kidd in the second published Breckinridge Elkins story. And unlike
the other new Gent stoties, “Meet Cap’n Kidd” actually works quite well as
a stand-alone story outside of the novel.

Although immensely successful, the Elkins stories were not a guaran-
teed sale for Howard. One example is the story “The Peaceful Pilgrim,”
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which was rejected by John Byrne, editor of Action Stories, in a letter to a
representative of Howard’s agent dated March 1, 1935. The letter begins:

Ididn’t think that Breckinridge Elkins was up to snuffin “The Peaceful
Pilgrim.” It seemed to me that the plot was rather lightweight, and I
didn’t like the arsenic business — I thought it too slap-stick.

I think, however, that Howard can take the same set-up and build
a better yarn around it, saving a great deal of the present action. [ am
jotting down a few ideas which I have in this connection. Howard may
get some suggestions from them.

He proceeds to describe an entire story plot, based only vaguely on “The
Peaceful Pilgrim.” Howard did indeed write this new story — as “Cupid
from Bear Creek,” which appeared in the April 1935 Action Stories, but only
about the first 15 percent of it was actually reworked from the originally
rejected story. The original version of “The Peaceful Pilgrim” would not
see publication until 1968. Is “Cupid” really a better story? Obviously this
is a matter of taste, but I find “The Peaceful Pilgrim” all the better for
having some elements that are different from most of the Elkins tales;
hence its inclusion in this volume.

“War on Bear Creek” begins with what is possibly my favorite opening
among these stories:

Pap dug the nineteenth buckshot out of my shoulder and said, “Pigs
is more disturbin’ to the peace of a community than scandal, divorce,
and corn-licker put together. And,” says pap, pausing to strop his
bowie on my scalp where the hair was all burnt off, “when the pigis a
razorback hawg, and is mixed up with a lady school-teacher, a English
tenderfoot, and a passle of bloodthirsty relatives, the resultis appallin’
for a peaceable man to behold. Hold still till John gits yore ear sewed
back on.”

The image of Breck’s pap using his bare scalp to sharpen his bowie knife
is sheer magic and a perfect embodiment of the casual acceptance of the
extraordinary that forms the heart of these tales. This story has several
other aspects that help make it something of a prototype for much of what
follows. It has its mayhem enhanced by the presence of several of Breck’s
kin, in particular his uncle Jeppard Grimes (a name Howard was to make
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further use of, as we will see later). It has Breck falling for a pretty “Eastern
gal” who has no idea what to make of his advances. And it has a complete
outsider in the form of an Englishman who serves to draw an even greater
contrast between the denizens of Bear Creek and the mere mortals who
inhabit the normal world.

Although the Breckinridge Elkins stories make up the bulk of Howard’s
output in this genre, he was alert for other opportunities to make sales
in the same vein. The Breckinridge Elkins series was so successful that
Howard ultimately developed two more series to allow him to branch into
other publications. When John Byrne moved from Action Stories to Argosy,
Howard approached him with the idea of a series for that magazine. This
represented a major coup, since Argosy was both a more prestigious and
better paying publication than either the Fiction House’s Action Stories and
Fight Stories and than his other most steady market of Weird Tales. It was also
a weekly and hence had the potential for even greater sales. This was the
origin of Pike Bearfield, who appeared in three issues of Argosy published
in October 1936.

While superficially similar to the Elkins stories, there is a very specific
style to the Bearfield stories that sets them apart. For example, Howard
decided to use a consistent story device: every story will be told, to one
degree or another, through correspondence written from one character
to another. The exact approach did vary from story to story, but the basic
device is always present. In “A Gent from the Pecos,” we have a short letter
that serves to set up the remainder of the story. By contrast, the entire body
of “Gents on the Lynch” consists of a single letter. “The Riot at Bucksnort”
is told entirely through a dizzying sequence of newspaper articles, letters,
and telegrams. The unfinished “The Diablos Trail” also keeps with this
structure.

The final character we will meet in this collection is Buckner J. Grimes
of Knife River, Texas. Grimes first saw the light of day in “A Man-Eating
Jeopard” in the June 1936 issue of Cowboy Stories and appeared again in
July of the following year in “Knife-River Prodigal.” The Grimes stories
do not have an obvious story device like the one used in the Pike Bearfield
stories to set them apart; nonetheless, they do have a different feel from
the Elkins stories. Buckner is a bit less thick-headed than Breck. He’s
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certainly as naive, but he actually manages to outthink his enemies on
occasion rather than just outmuscle or outgun them.

Although Howard had a steady market in Action Stories, he still did get the
occasional rejection. Never one to waste a story, Howard did a very slight
rework of the tale “A Elkins Never Surrenders,” mainly to change place
and character names, and it saw print as “The Curly Wolf of Sawtooth” in
the September 1936 issue of Star Western. The star of this odd one-shot was
Bearfield Elston. The original Breckinridge Elkins version would not see
print for more than forty years.

It is interesting to speculate what the future of Howard’s humorous
westerns would have been had he not taken his own life in June 1936. At
the time, he had three active characters, at least two of which were running
as regular series. This at a time when he had already begun transitioning
away from fantasy and beginning to work more on serious westerns as
well. As Howard wrote to H. P. Lovecraft in May 1936, “If I can get a series
running in Argosy, keep the Elkins series running in Action Stories, now a
monthly, and the Buckner]J. Grimes yarns in Cowboy Stories, I'll feel justified
in devoting practically all my time to the writing of western stories.” While
itis clear that Howard’s most lasting literary legacy has been in the fantasy
genre, and in particular in the area of heroic fantasy, he had the potential
to have as significant an impact in the field of the western. And count me
among those who feel that a Howard leaving fantasy to devote himself to
the western would have been as much a gift as a loss.

But this is not the time to dwell on what might have been. Grab yourself
a drink, prop up your feet, and prepare yourself for a headlong dive into
some of the finest tall tales ever to see print. Just make sure that you won’t
wake anyone with your belly laughs. And I'll let Pike Bearfield sign oft for
me in his own inimitable way:

I am going to kick the seat of yore britches up around yore neck and
sweep the streets with you till you don’t know whether yo’re setting or
standing. Hoping this finds you in good health and spirits, I am,
Yore affectionate brother,

P. BEARFIELD ESQUIRE.
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Mountain Man

[ was robbing a bee tree, when I heard my old man calling, “Breckinridge!
Oh, Breckinridge! Where air you? I see you now. You don’t need to climb
that tree. 1 ain’t goin’ to larrup you.”

He come up, and said, “Breckinridge, ain’t that 4 bee settin’ on yore
ear?”

I reached up, and sure enough, it was. Come to think about it, I had felt
kind of like something was stinging me somewhere.

“I'swan, Breckinridge,” said Pap, “I never seen a hide like your’n. Listen
to me: old Buffalo Rogers is back from Tomahawk, and the postmaster
there said they was a letter for me, from Mississippi. He wouldn’t give it
to nobody but me or some of my folks. I dunno who’d be writin’ me from
Mississippi; last time I was there was when [ was fightin’ the Yankees. But
anyway, that letter is got to be got. Me and yore maw has decided you’re to
go git it. Yuh hear me, Breckinridge?”

“Clean to Tomahawlk?” I said. “Gee whiz, Pap!”

“Well,” he said, combing his beard with his fingers, “yo’re growed in
size, if not in years. It’s time you seen somethin’ of the world. You ain’t
never been more’n thirty miles away from the cabin you was born in. Yore
brother John ain’t able to go on account of that b’ar he tangled with, and
Bill is busy skinnin’ the b’ar. You been to whar the trail passes, goin’ to
Tomahawk. All you gotto do is foller it and turn to the right where it forks.
The left goes on to Perdition.”

Well, I was all eager to see the world and the next morning I was off,
dressed in new buckskins and riding my mule, Alexander. Pap rode with
me a few miles and give me advice.

“Be keerful how you spend that dollar I give you,” he said. “Don’t
gamble. Drink in reason; half a gallon of corn juice is enough for any
man. Don’t be techy — but don’t forgit that yore pap was once the rough-
and-tumble champeen of Gonzales County, Texas. And whilstyo’re feelin’
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Mountain Man
for the other feller’s eye, don’t be keerless and let him chaw yore ear off.
And don’t resist no officer.”

“What's them, Pap?” I inquired.

“Down in the settlements,” he explained, “they has men which their
job is to keep the peace. I don’t take no stock in law myself, but them city
folks is different from us. You do what they says, and if they says give up
yore gun, why, you up and do it!”

I was shocked, and meditated a while, and then says: “How can I tell
which is them?”

“They’ll have a silver star on their shirt,” he says, so I said I’d do like he
told me. He reined around and went back up the mountains, and I rode
on down the path.

Well, I camped that night where the path come out on to the main trail,
and the next morning I rode on down the trail, feeling like I was a long
way from home. I hadn’t went far till I passed a stream, and decided I’d
take a bath. So I tied Alexander to a tree and hung my buckskins near by,
but I took my gun belt with my old cap-and-ball .44 and hung it on a limb
reaching out over the water. There was thick bushes all around the hole.

Well, 1div deep, and as I come up, I had a feeling like somebody had hit
me over the head with a club. I looked up, and there was a feller holding
on to a limb with one hand and leaning out over the water with a club in
the other hand.

He yelled and swung at me again, butI div, and he missed, and I come
up right under the limb where my gun hung. I reached up and grabbed
it and let bam at him just as he dived into the bushes, and he let out a
squall and grabbed the seat of his pants. Next minute I heard a horse
running, and glimpsed him tearing away through the brush on a pinto
mustang, setting his horse like it was a red-hot stove, and dern him, he
had my clothes in one hand! I was so upsot by this that I missed him clean,
and jumping out, I charged through the bushes and saplings, but he was
already out of sight. I knowed it was one of them derned renegades which
hid up in the hills and snuck down to steal, and I wasn’t afraid none. But
whata fix I was in! He’d even stole my moccasins.

Icouldn’t go home, in that shape, without the letter, and admit I missed
a robber twice. Pap would larrup the tar out of me. And if I wenton, whatif
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Mountain Man

I met some women in the valley settlements? I don’t reckon they was ever a
youngster half as bashful as what I was in them days. Cold sweat bust out
all over me. At last, in desperation, I buckled my belt on and started down
the trail toward Tomahawk. I was desperate enough to commit murder to
get me some pants.

I was glad the Indian didn’t steal Alexander, but the going was so rough
I had to walk and lead him, because I kept to the brush alongside the trail.
He had a tough time getting through the bushes, and the thorns scratched
him so he hollered, and ever’ now and then I had to lift him over jagged
rocks. It was tough on Alexander, but I was too bashful to travel in the
open trail without no clothes on.

After I'd gone maybe a mile I heard somebody in the trail ahead of me, and
peeking through the bushes, I seen a most peculiar sight. It was a man on
foot, going the same direction as me, and he had on what I instinctively
guessed was city clothes. They wasn’t buckskin, and was very beautiful,
with big checks and stripes all over them. He had on a round hat with
a narrow brim, and shoes like I hadn’t never seen before, being neither
boots nor moccasins. He was dusty, and he cussed as he limped along.
Ahead of him I seen the trail made a horseshoe bend, so I cut straight
across and got ahead of him, and as he come along, I stepped out of the
brush and threw down on him with my cap-and-ball.

He throwed up his hands and hollered, “Don’t shoot!”

“I don’t want to, mister,” I said, “but I got to have clothes!”

He shook his head like he couldn’t believe I was so, and he said, “You
ain’t the color of a Injun, but — what kind of people live in these hills,
anyway?”

“Most of ’em’s Democrats,” [ said, “but I got no time to talk politics.
You climb out of them clothes.”

“My God!” he wailed. “My horse threw me off and ran away, and I've
been walkin’ for hours, expecting to get scalped by Injuns any minute, and
now a naked lunatic on a mule demands my clothes! It’s too much!”

“I can’t argy, mister,” I said; “somebody may come up the trail any
minute. Hustle!” So saying I shot his hat off to encourage him.

He give a howl and shucked his duds in a hurry.
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“My underclothes, t00?” he demanded, shivering though it was very
hot.

“Is that what them things is?” I demanded, shocked. “I never heard of
a man wearin’ such womanish things. The country is goin’ to the dogs,
just like Pap says. You better get goin’. Take my mule. When I get to where
I can get some regular clothes, we’ll swap back.”

He clumb on to Alexander kind of dubious, and says to me, despairful,
“Will you tell me one thing — how do I get to Tomahawk?”

“Take the next turn to the right,” I said, “and-”

Just then Alexander turned his head and seen them underclothes on his
back, and he give a loud and ringing bray and sot sail down the trail at full
speed, with the stranger hanging on with both hands. Before they was out
of sight they come to where the trail forked, and Alexander took the left
instead of the right and vanished amongst the ridges.

I put on the clothes, and they scratched my hide something fierce. I
hadn’t never wore nothing but buckskin. The coat split down the back,
and the pants was too short, but the shoes was the worst; they pinched all
over. I throwed away the socks, having never wore none, but put on what
was left of the hat.

I went on down the trail, and took the right-hand fork, and in a mile or
so I come out on a flat and heard horses running. The next thing a mob
of horsemen bust into view. One of ’em yelled, “There he is!” and they
all come for me, full tilt. Instantly I decided that the stranger had got to
Tomahawk, after all, and set a posse on to me for stealing his clothes.

So I left the trail and took out across the sage grass and they all charged
after me, yelling for me to stop. Well, them dern shoes pinched my feet
so bad I couldn’t hardly run, so after I had run five or six hundred yards,
I perceived that the horses were beginning to gain on me. So I wheeled
with my cap-and-ball in my hand, but I was going so fast, when I turned,
them dern shoes slipped and I went over backward into some cactus just
as I pulled the trigger. So I only knocked the hat off of the first horseman.
He yelled and pulled up his horse, right over me nearly, and as I drawed
another bead on him, I seen he had a bright shiny star on his shirt. I
dropped my gun and stuck up my hands.
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They swarmed around me — cowboys, from their looks. The man with
the star dismounted and picked up my gun and cussed.

“What did you lead us this chase through this heat and shoot at me
for?” he demanded.

“I didn’t know you was a officer,” I said.

“Hell, McVey,” said one of ’em, “you know how jumpy tenderfeet is.
Likely he thought we was Santry’s outlaws. Where’s yore horse?”

“lain’t got none,” I said.

“Got away from you, hey?” said McVey. “Well, climb up behind Kirby
here, and let’s get goin’.” : ,

To my astonishment, the sherift stuck my gun back in the scabbard,
and I clumb up behind Kirby, and away we went. Kirby kept telling me
not to fall off, and it made me mad, but I said nothing. After a hour or
so we come to a bunch of houses they said was Tomahawk. I got panicky
when I seen all them houses, and would have jumped down and run for
the mountains, only I knowed they’d catch me, with them dern pinchy
shoes on.

[ hadn’t never seen such houses before. They was made out of boards,
mostly, and some was two stories high. To the northwest and west the
hills riz up a few hundred yards from the backs of the houses, and on the
other sides there was plains, with brush and timber on them.

“You boys ride into town and tell the folks that the shebangs starts
soon,” said McVey. “Me and Kirby and Richards will take him to the ring.”

I could see people milling around in the streets, and I never had no idee
there was that many folks in the world. The sheriff and the other two
fellows rode around the north end of the town and stopped at a old barn
and told me to get off. So I did, and we went in and they had a kind of
room fixed up in there with benches and a lot of towels and water buckets,
and the sheriff said, “This ain’t much of a dressin’ room, but it’ll have to
do. Us boys don’t know much about this game, but we’ll second as good
as we can. One thing — the other fellow ain’t got no manager or seconds
neither. How do you feel?”

“Fine,” I said, “but I’'m kind of hungry.”

“Go get him somethin’, Richards,” said the sheriff.

“I didn’t think they ate just before a bout,” said Richards.
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“Aw, I reckon he knows what he’s doin’,” said McVey. “Gwan.”

So Richards left, and the sheriff and Kirby walked around me like [ was
a prize bull and felt my muscles, and the sheriff said, “By golly, if size
means anything, our dough is as good as in our britches right now!”

My dollar was in my belt. I said I would pay for my keep, and they
haw-hawed and slapped me on the back and said I was a great joker. Then
Richards come back with a platter of grub, with a lot of men wearing boots
and guns, and they stomped in and gawped at me, and McVey said, “Look
him over, boys! Tomahawk stands or falls with him today!”

They started walking around me like him and Kirby done, and I was
embarrassed and et three or four pounds of beef and a quart of mashed
potaters and a big hunk of white bread, and drunk about a gallon of water,
because I was pretty thirsty. Then they all gaped like they was surprised
about something, and one of ’em said, “How come he didn’t arrive on the
stagecoach yesterday?”

“Well,” the sheriff said, “the driver told me he was so drunk they left
him at Bisney, and come on with his luggage, which is over there in the
corner. They got a horse and left it there with instructions for him to ride
to Tomahawk as soon as he sobered up. Me and the boys got nervous today
when he didn’t show up, so we went out lookin’ for him, and met him
hoofin’ it down the trail.”

“I bet them Perdition hombres starts somethin’,” said Kirby. “Ain’t a
one of ’em showed up yet. They’re settin’ over at Perdition soakin’ up bad
licker and broodin’ on their wrongs. They shore wanted this show staged
over there. They claimed that since Tomahawk was furnishin’ one-half of
the attraction, and Gunstock the other half, the razee ought to be throwed
at Perdition.”

“Nothin’ to it,” said McVey. “It laid between Tomahawk and Gunstock,
and we throwed a coin and won it. If Perdition wants trouble, she can get
it. Is the boys rarin’ to go?”

“Is they!” said Richards. “Every bar in Tomahawk is crowded with
hombres full of licker and civic pride. They’re bettin’ their shirts, and they
has been nine fights already. Everybody in Gunstock’s here.”

“Well, let’s get goin’,” said McVey, getting nervous. “The quicker it’s
over, the less blood there’s likely to be spilt.”
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Mountain Man
The first thing I knowed, they had laid hold of me and was pulling my
clothes off, so it dawned on me that [ must be under arrest for stealing the
stranger’s clothes. Kirby dug into the baggage which was in one corner of
the stall, and dragged out a funny looking pair of pants; [ know now they
was white silk. I put ’em on because I hadn’t nothing else to put on, and
they fit me like my skin. Richards tied a American flag around my waist,

and they put some spiked shoes on my feet.

I let ’em do like they wanted to, remembering what Pap said about not
resisting an officer. Whilst so employed, I began to hear a noise outside,
like a lot of people whooping and cheering. Pretty soon in come a skinny
old gink with whiskers and two guns on, and he hollered, “Listen, Mac,
dern it, a big shipment of gold is down there waitin’ to be took off by the
evenin’ stage, and the whole blame town is deserted on account of this
foolishness. Suppose Comanche Santry and his gang gets wind of it?”

“Well,” said McVey, “I'll send Kirby here to help you guard it.”

“You will like hell,” said Kirby; “I'll resign as deputy first. I got every
cent of my dough on this scrap, and I aim to see it.”

“Well, send somebody!” said the old codger. “I got enough to do runnin’
my store, and the stage stand, and the post office, without -

He left, mumbling in his whiskers, and I said, “Who’s that?”

“Aw,” said Kirby, “that’s Old Man Braxton that runs that store down at
the other end of town, on the east side of the street. The post office is in
there, too.”

“I gotto see him,” I said, “there’s a letter —”

Just then another man come surging in and hollered, “Hey, is your man
ready? Everybody’s gettin’ impatient.”

“All right,” said McVey, throwing over me a thing he called a bathrobe.
Him and Kirby and Richards picked up towels and buckets and we went
out the opposite door from what we come in, and there was a big crowd
of people there, and they whooped and shot off their pistols. I would have
bolted back into the barn, only they grabbed me and said it was all right.
We went through the crowd and I never seen so many boots and pistols
in my life, and we come to a square pen made out of four posts set in the
ground, and ropes stretched between. They called this a ring, and told me
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to get in it. I done so, and they had turf packed down so the ground was
level as a floor and hard and solid. They told me to set down on a stool in
one corner, and I did, and wrapped my robe around me like a Injun.

Then everybodyyelled, and some men, from Gunstock, they said, clumb
through the ropes on the other side. One of them was dressed like I was,
and I never seen such a human. His ears looked like cabbages, his nose
was flat, and his head was shaved. He set down in a opposite cornet.

Then a fellow got up and waved his arms, and hollered, “Gents, you all
know the occasion of this here suspicious event. Mr. Bat O’Tool, happenin’
to pass through Gunstock, consented to fight anybody which would meet
him. Tomahawk ’lowed to furnish that opposition, by sendin’ all the way
to Denver to procure the services of Mr. Bruiser McGoorty, formerly of San
Francisco.”

He pointed at me. Everybody cheered and shot off their pistols and I
was embarrassed and bust out in a cold sweat.

“This fight,” said the fellow, “will be fit accordin’ to London Prize Ring
Rules, same as in a champeenship go. Bare fists, round ends when one of
’em’s knocked down or throwed down. Fight lasts till one or t'other ain’t
able to come up to the scratch at the call of time. I, Yucca Blaine, have
been selected referee because, bein’ from Chawed Ear, I got no prejudices
either way. Are you all ready? Time!”

McVey hauled me off my stool and pulled off my bathrobe and pushed me
out into the ring. I nearly died with embarrassment, but I seen the fellow
they called O’Tool didn’t have on more clothes than me. He approached
and held out his hand, so I held out mine. We shook hands and then
without no warning, he hit me an awful lick on the jaw with his left. It was
like being kicked by a mule. The first part of me which hit the turf was
the back of my head. O’Tool stalked back to his corner, and the Gunstock
boys was dancing and hugging each other, and the Tomahawk fellows was
growling in their whiskers and fumbling for guns and bowie knives.

McVey and his men rushed into the ring before I could get up and
dragged me to my corner and began pouring water on me.

“Are you hurt much?” yelled McVey.

“How can a man’s fist hurt anybody?” I asked. “I wouldn’t have fell
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down, only it was so unexpected. I didn’t know he was goin’ to hit me. I
never played no game like this before.”

McVey dropped the towel he was beating me in the face with, and turned
pale. “Ain’t you Bruiser McGoorty of San Francisco?” he hollered.

“Naw,” 1 said; “I'm Breckinridge Elkins, from up in the Humbolt
mountains. I come here to get a letter for Pap.”

“But the stage driver described them clothes —” he begun wildly.

“A feller stole my clothes,” 1 explained, “so I took some off’n a stranger.
Maybe he was Mr. McGoorty.”

“What’s the matter?” asked Kirby, coming up with another bucket of
water. “Time’s about ready to be called.”

“We’re sunk!” bawled McVey. “This ain’t McGoorty! This is a derned
hillbilly which murdered McGoorty and stole his clothes.”

“We're rooint!” exclaimed Richards, aghast. “Everybody’s bet their
dough without even seein’ our man, they was that full of trust and civic
pride. We can’t call it off now. Tomahawk is rooint! What'll we do?”

“He’s goin’ to get in there and fight his derndest,” said McVey, pulling
his gun and jamming it into my back. “We’ll hang him after the fight.”

“But he can’t box!” wailed Richards.

“No matter,” said McVey; “the fair name of our town is at stake;
Tomahawk promised to furnish a fighter to fight this fellow O’Tool, and - ”

“Oh,” Isaid, suddenly seeing light. “This here is a fight, ain’t it?” McVey
give a low moan, and Kirby reached for his gun, but just then the referee
hollered time, and I jumped up and run at O’Tool. If a fight was all they
wanted, I was satisfied. All that talk about rules, and the yelling of the
crowd had had me so confused I hadn’t knowed what it was all about. I
hit at O’Tool, and he ducked and hit me in the belly and on the nose and
in the eye and on the ear. The blood spurted, and the crowd yelled, and
he looked dumbfounded and gritted between his teeth, “Are you human?
Why don’t you fall?”

I spit out a mouthful of blood and got my hands on him and started
chewing his ear, and he squalled like a catamount. Yucca run in and tried
to pull me loose, and I give him a slap under the ear and he turned a
somersault into the ropes.

“Your man’s fightin’ foul!” he squalled, and Kirby said, “You’re crazy!
Do you see this gun? You holler ‘foul’ once more, and it’ll go off?”
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Meanwhile O’Tool had broke loose from me, and caved in his knuckles
on my jaw, and I come for him again, because I was mad by this time.
He gasped, “If you want to make an alley fight out of it, all right! I wasn’t
raised in Five Points for nothing!” He then rammed his knee into my
groin, and groped for my eye, but I got his thumb in my teeth and begun
masticating it, and the way he howled was a caution.

By this time the crowd was crazy, and I throwed O’Tool and begun to
stomp him, when somebody let bang at me from the crowd, and the bullet
cut my silk belt and my pants started to fall down.

I grabbed ’em with both hands, and O’Tool riz and rushed at me,
bloody and bellering, and I didn’t dare let go my pants to defend myself.
SoIwhirled and bentover and lashed out backward with my right heel like
a mule, and I caught him under the chin. He done a cartwheel in the air,
his head hit the turf, and he bounced on over and landed on his back with
his knees hooked over the lower rope. There wasn’t no question about
him being out. The only question was, was he dead?

A great roar of “Foul” went up from the Gunstock men, and guns
bristled all around the ring.

The Tomahawk men was cheering and yelling that I had won fair and
square, and the Gunstock men was cussing and threatening me, when
somebody hollered, “Leave it to the referee!”

“Sure,” said Kirby. “He knows our man won fair, and if he don’t say so,
I'll blow his head off!”

“That’s a lie!” bellered 2 man from Gunstock. “He knows it was a foul,
and if he says it wasn’t, I'll carve his liver with this here bowie knife!”

At these words Yucca keeled over in a dead faint, and then a clatter of
hoofs sounded above the din, and out of the timber that hid the trail from
the east, a gang of horsemen rode at a run. Everybody whirled and yelled,
“Look out, here comes them Perdition illegitimates!”

Instantly a hundred guns covered them, and McVey demanded, “Come
ye in peace or in war?”

“We come to unmask a fraud!” roared a big man with a red bandanner
around his neck. “McGoorty, come forth!”

A familiar figger, now dressed in cowboy togs, pushed forward on
my mule. “There he is!” this figger yelled, pointing at me. “That’s the
desperado which robbed me! Them’s my tights he’s got on!”
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“What's this?” roared the crowd.

“A dern fake!” bellered the man with the red bandanner. “This here is
Bruiser McGoorty!”

“Then who’s he?” somebody bawled, pointing at me.

“My name’s Breckinridge Elkins and I can lick any man here!” I roared,
getting mad. I brandished my fists in defiance, but my britches started
sliding down again, so I had to shut up and grab ’em.

“Aha!” the man with the red bandanner howled like a hyener. “He
admits it! I dunno what the idee is, but these Tomahawk polecats has
double-crossed somebody! I trusts that you jackasses from Gunstock
realizes the blackness and hellishness of their hearts! This man McGoorty
rode into Perdition a few hours ago in his unmentionables, astraddle of
that there mule, and told us how he’d been held up and robbed and put on
the wrong road. You skunks was too proud to stage this fight in Perdition,
but we ain’t the men to see justice scorned with impunity! We brought
McGoorty here to show you you was bein’ gypped by Tomahawk! That
man ain’t no prize fighter; he’s a highway robber!”

“These Tomahawk coyotes has framed us!” squalled a Gunstock man,
going for his gun.

“You’re a liar!” roared Richards, bending a .45 barrel over his head.

The next instant guns was crashing, knives was gleaming, and men
was yelling blue murder. The Gunstock braves turned frothing on the
Tomahawk warriors, and the men from Perdition, yelping with glee,
pulled their guns and begun fanning the crowd indiscriminately, which
give back their fire. McGoorty give a howl and fell down on Alexander’s
neck, gripping around it with both arms, and Alexander departed in a
cloud of dust and smoke.

I grabbed my gunbelt, which McVey had hung over the post in my
corner, and I headed for cover, holding on to my britches whilst the bullets
hummed around me as thick as bees. I wanted to take to the brush, but
I remembered that blamed letter, so I headed for town. Behind me there
rose a roar of banging guns and yelling men. Just as I got to the backs of
the row of buildings which lined the street, I run into something soft head
on. It was McGoorty, trying to escape on Alexander. He had hold of only
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one rein, and Alexander, evidently having circled one end of the town, was
traveling in a circle and heading back where he started from.

I was going so fastI couldn’t stop, and I run right over Alexander and
all three of us went down in a heap. I jumped up, afraid Alexander was
killed, but he scrambled up snorting and trembling, and then McGoorty
weaved up, making funny noises. I poked my cap-and-ball into his belly.

“Off with them pants!” I yelped.

“My God!” he screamed. “Again? This is getting to be a habit!”

“Hustle!” I bellered. “You can have these scandals I got on now.”

He shucked his britches, grabbed them tights and run like he was afeard
I’d want his underwear too. I jerked on the pants, forked Alexander and
headed for the south end of town. I kept behind the buildings, though
the town seemed to be deserted, and purty soon I come to the store where
Kirby had told me Old Man Braxton kept the post office. Guns was barking
there, and across the street I seen men ducking in and out behind a old
shack, and shooting.

I tied Alexander to a corner of the store and went in the back door. Up
in the front part I seen Old Man Braxton kneeling behind some barrels
with a .45-90, and he was shooting at the fellows in the shack across the
street. Every now and then a slug would hum through the door and comb
his whiskers, and he would cuss worse’n Pap did that time he sot down in
a bear trap.

I went up to him and tapped him on the shoulder and he give a squall
and flopped over and let go bam! right in my face and singed off my
eyebrows. And the fellows across the street hollered and started shooting
at both of us.

I’d grabbed the barrel of his Winchester, and he was cussing and jerking
at it with one hand and feeling in his boot for a knife with the other’n, and
I said, “Mr. Braxton, if you ain’t too busy, I wish you’d gimme that there
letter which come for Pap.”

“Don’t never come up behind me that way again!” he squalled. “I
thought you was one of them dern outlaws! Look out! Duck, you fool!”

I let go his gun, and he took a shot at a head which was aiming around
the shack, and the head let out a squall and disappeared.

“Who are them fellows?” I asked.

“Comanche Santry and his bunch, from up in the hills,” snarled Old
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Man Braxton, jerking the lever of his Winchester. “They come after that
gold. A hell of a sheriff McVey is; never sent me nobody. And them fools
over at the ring are makin’ so much noise, they’ll never hear the shootin’
over here. Look out, here they come!”

Six or seven men rushed out from behind the shack and ran across the
street, shooting as they come. I seen I’d never get my letter as long as all
this fighting was going on, so I unslung my old cap-and-ball and let bam!
at them three times, and three of them outlaws fell across each other in
the street, and the rest turned around and run back behind the shack.

“Good work, boy!” yelled Old Man Braxton. “If I ever — oh, Judas
Iscariot, we’re blowed up now!”

Something was pushed around the corner of the shack and come rolling
down toward us, the shack being on higher ground than the store was.
It was a keg, with a burning fuse which whirled as the keg revolved and
looked like a wheel of fire.

“What's in that keg?” I asked.

“Blastin’ powder!” screamed Old Man Braxton, scrambling up. “Run,
you dern fool! It’s comin’ right into the door!”

He was so scared he forgot all about the fellows across the street, and
one of ’em caught him in the thigh with a buffalo rifle, and he plunked
down again, howling blue murder. I stepped over him to the door — that’s
when I got that slug in my hip — and the keg hit my legs and stopped, so
I picked it up and heaved it back across the street. It hadn’t no more’n hit
the shack when bam! it exploded, and the shack went up in smoke. When
it stopped raining pieces of wood and metal, they wasn’t any sign to show
any outlaws had ever hid behind where that shack had been.

“I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t saw it,” Old Man Braxton moaned
faintly.

“Are you hurt bad, Mr. Braxton?” I asked.

“I'mdyin’,” he groaned. “Plumb dyin’!”

“Well, before you die, Mr. Braxton,” I said, “would you mind givin’ me
that there letter for Pap?”

“What’s yore pap’s name?” he asked.

“Roarin’ Bill Elkins,” I said.

He wasn’t hurt as bad as he thought. He reached up and got hold of
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a leather bag and fumbled in it and pulled out a envelope. “I remember
tellin’ old Buffalo Rogers I had a letter for Bill Elkins,” he said, fingering
itover. Then he said, “Hey, wait! This ain’t for yore pap. My sight is gettin’
bad. I read it wrong the first time. This is for Bill Elston that lives between
here and Perdition.”

I want to spike a rumor which says I tried to murder Old Man Braxton
and tore his store down for spite. I've done told how he got his leg broke,
and the rest was accidental. When I realized that I had went through all
that embarrassment for nothing, I was so mad and disgusted I turned and
run out of the back door, and I forgot to open the door and that’s how it
got tore off the hinges.

I then jumped on to Alexander and forgot to untie him from the store.
I kicked him in the ribs, and he bolted and tore loose that corner of the
building, and that’s how come the roofto fall in. Old Man Braxton inside
was scared and started yelling bloody murder, and about that time a lot of
men come up to investigate the explosion which had stopped the three-
cornered battle between Perdition, Tomahawk, and Gunstock, and they
thought I was the cause of everything, and they all started shooting at me
as I rode off.

Then was when I got that charge of buckshot in my back.

I went out of Tomahawk and up the hill trail so fast I bet me and
Alexander looked like a streak. And I says to myself the next time Pap gets
a letter in the post office, he can come after it hisself, because it’s evident
that civilization ain’t no place for a boy which ain’t reached his full growth
and strength.
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Ididn’t pull up Alexander till I was plumb out of sight of Tomahawk. Then
I slowed down and taken stock of myself, and my spirits was right down in
my spiked shoes which still had some of Mister O’Tool’s hide stuck onto
the spikes. Here I'd started forth into the world to show Glory McGraw
what a he-bearcat I was, and now look at me. Here I was without even no
clothes but them derned spiked shoes which pinched my feet, and a pair
of britches some cowpuncher had wore the seat out of and patched with
buckskin. I still had my gunbelt and the dollar Pap gimme, but no place to
spend it. I likewise had a goodly amount of lead under my hide.

“By golly!” I says, shaking my fists at the universe at large. “I ain’t goin’
to go back to Bear Creek like this and have Glory McGraw laughin’ at me!
I’ll head for the Wild River settlements and git me a job punchin’ cows till
I got money enough to buy me store-bought boots and a hoss!”

I'then pulled out my bowie knife which was in a scabbard on my gunbelt,
and started digging the slug out of my hip and the buckshot out of my
back. Them buckshot was kinda hard to get to, butIdone it. I hadn’t never
held a job of punching cows, but I'd had plenty experience roping wild
bulls up in the Humbolts. Them bulls wanders off the lower ranges into
the mountains and grows most amazing big and mean. Me and Alexander
had had plenty experience with them, and I had me a lariat which would
hold any steer that ever bellered. It was still tied to my saddle, and I was
glad none of them cowpunchers hadn’t stole it. Maybe they didn’t know
it was a lariat. I'd made it myself, especial, and used it to rope them bulls
and also cougars and grizzlies which infests the Humbolts. It was made
out of buffalo hide, ninety foot long and half again as thick and heavy as
the average lariat, and the honda was a half-pound chunk of iron beat into
shape with a sledge hammer. I reckoned I was qualified for a vaquero even
if I didn’t have no cowboy clothes and was riding a mule.

So I headed acrost the mountains for the cow country. They warn’t no

15



Meet Cap'n Kidd

trail the way I taken, but I knowed the direction Wild River lay in, and that
was enough for me. I knowed if T kept going that way I'd hit it after a while.
Meanwhile, they was plenty of grass in the draws and along the creeks to
keep Alexander fat and sleek, and plenty of squirrels and rabbits for me
to knock over with rocks. I camped that night away up in the high ranges
and cooked me nine or ten squirrels over a fire and et ’em, and while that
warn’t much of a supper for a appertite like mine, still I figgered next day
I’d stumble on to a b’ar or maybe a steer which had wandered offa the
ranges.

Next morning before sunup I was on Alexander and moving on, without
no breakfast, because it looked like they warn’t no rabbits nor nothing
near abouts, and I rode all morning without sighting nothing. It was a
high range, and nothing alive there but a buzzard I seen onst, but late
in the afternoon I crossed a backbone and come down into a whopping
big plateau about the size of a county, with springs and streams and
grass growing stirrup-high along ’em, and clumps of cottonwood, and
spruce, and pine thick up on the hillsides. They was canyons and cliffs,
and mountains along the rim, and altogether it was as fine a country as I
ever seen, but it didn’t look like nobody lived there, and for all I know I
was the first white man that ever come into it. But they was more soon, as
I’ll relate.

Well, Inoticed something funny as I come down the ridge that separated
the bare hills from the plateau. First I met a wildcat. He come lipping
along at a right smart clip, and he didn’t stop. He just gimme a wicked
look sidewise and kept right on up the slope. Next thing I met a lobo wolf,
and after that I counted nine more wolves, and they was all heading west,
up the slopes. Then Alexander give a snort and started trembling, and a
cougar slid out of a blackjack thicket and snarled at us over his shoulder
as he went past at a long lope. All them varmints was heading for the dry
bare country I'd just left, and I wondered why they was leaving a good
range like this one to go into that dern no-account country.

It worried Alexander too, because he smelt of the air and brayed kind of
plaintively. I pulled him up and smelt the air too, because critters run like
that before a forest fire, but I couldn’t smell no smoke, nor see none. So I
rode on down the slopes and started across the flats, and as I went I seen
more bobcats, and wolves, and painters, and they was all heading west,
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and they warn’t lingering none, neither. They warn’t no doubt that them
critters was pulling their freight because they was scairt of something,
and it warn’t humans, because they didn’t ’pear to be scairt of me a mite.
They just swerved around me and kept trailing. After I'd gone a few miles
I met a herd of wild hosses, with the stallion herding ’em. He was a big
mean-looking cuss, but he looked scairt as bad as any of the critters I'd
saw.

The sun was getting low, and I was getting awful hungry as I come into a
open spot with a creek on one side running through clumps of willers and
cottonwoods, and on the other side I could see some big cliffs looming
up over the tops of the trees. And whilst I was hesitating, wondering if
I ought to keep looking for eatable critters, or try to worry along on a
wildcat or a wolf; a big grizzly come lumbering out of a clump of spruces
and headed west. When he seen me and Alexander he stopped and snarled
like he was mad about something, and then the first thing  knowed he was
charging us. So I pulled my .44 and shot him through the head, and got
off and onsaddled Alexander and turnt him loose in grass stirrup-high,
and skun the b’ar. Then I cut me off some steaks and started a fire and
begun reducing my appertite. That warn’t no small job, because I hadn’t
had nothing to eat since the night before.

Well, while I was eating I heard hosses and looked up and seen six men
riding toward me from the east. One was as big as me, but the other ones
warn’t but about six foot tall apiece. They was cowpunchers, by their look,
and the biggest man was dressed plumb as elegant as Mister Wilkinson
was, only his shirt was jest only one color. But he had on fancy boots and
a white Stetson and a ivory-butted Colt, and what looked like the butt of a
sawed-off shotgun jutted out of his saddle scabbard. He was dark and had
awful mean eyes, and a jaw which it looked like he could bite the spokes
out of a wagon wheel if he wanted to.

He started talking to me in Piute, but before I could say anything, one
of the others said: “Aw, that ain’t no Injun, Donovan, his eyes ain’t the
right color.”

“I see that, now,” says Donovan. “But I shore thought he was a Injun
when I first rode up and seen them old ragged britches and his sunburnt
hide. Who the devil air you?”
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“I’'m Breckinridge Elkins, from Bear Creek,” I says, awed by his mag-
nificence.

“Well,” says he, “I'm Wild Bill Donovan, which name is heard with fear
and tremblin’ from Powder River to the Rio Grande. Just now I’'m lookin’
for a wild stallion. Have you seen sech?”

“I seen a bay stallion headin’ west with his herd,” I said.

“Twarn’t him,” says Donovan. “This here one’s a pinto, the biggest,
meanest hoss in the world. He come down from the Humbolts when he
was a colt, but he’s roamed the West from Border to Border. He’s so mean
he ain’t never got him a herd of his own. He takes mares away from other
stallions, and then drifts on alone just for pure cussedness. When he
comes into a country all other varmints takes to the tall timber.”

“You mean the wolves and painters and b’ars I seen headin’ for the high
ridges was runnin’ away from this here stallion?” I says.

“Exactly,” says Donovan. “He crossed the eastern ridge sometime durin’
the night, and the critters that was wise hightailed it. We warn’t far
behind him; we come over the ridge a few hours ago, but we lost his
trail somewhere on this side.”

“You chasin’ him?” I ast.

“Ha!” snarled Donovan with a kind of vicious laugh. “The man don’t
live what can chase Cap’n Kidd! We’re just follerin’ him. We been follerin’
him for five hundred miles, keepin’ outa sight, and hopin’ to catch him off
guard or somethin’. We got to have some kind of a big advantage before
we closes in, or even shows ourselves. We’re right fond of life! That devil
has kilt more men than any other ten hosses on this continent.”

“Whatyou call him?” I says.

“Cap’n Kidd,” says Donovan. “Cap’n Kidd was a big pirate long time
ago. This here hoss is like him in lots of ways, particularly in regard to
morals. But I'll git him, if I have to foller him to the Gulf and back. Wild
Bill Donovan always gits what he wants, be it money, woman, or hossi
Now lissen here, you range-country hobo: we’re a-siftin’ north from here,
to see if we cain’t pick up Cap’n Kidd’s sign. If you see a pinto stallion
bigger’'n you ever dreamed a hoss could be, or come onto his tracks, you
drop whatever yo’re doin’ and pull out and look for us, and tell me about
it. You keep lookin’ till you find us, too. If you don’t, you’ll regret it, you
hear me?”
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“Yessir,” I said. “Did you gents come through the Wild River country?”

“Maybe we did and maybe we didn’t,” he says with haughty grandeur.
“What business is that of yore’n, I'd like to know?”

“Notany,” I says. “ButI was aimin’ to go there and see if I could git me
ajob punchin’ cows.”

At that he throwed back his head and laughed long and loud, and all
the other fellers laughed too, and I was embarrassed.

“You git a job punchin’ cows?” roared Donovan. “With them britches
and shoes, and not even no shirt, and that there ignorant-lookin’ mule I
see gobblin’ grass over by the creek? Haw! haw! haw! haw! You better stay
up here in the mountains whar you belong and live on roots and nuts and
jackrabbits like the other Piutes, red or white! Any self-respectin’ rancher
would take a shotgun to you if you was to ast him for a job. Haw! haw!
haw!” he says, and rode off still laughing.

I was that embarrassed I bust out into a sweat. Alexander was a good
mule, but he did look kind of funny in the face. But he was the only critter
I'd ever found which could carry my weight very many miles without giving
plumb out. He was awful strong and tough, even if he was kind of dumb
and potbellied. I begun to get kind of mad, but Donovan and his men was
already gone, and the stars was beginning to blink out. So I cooked me
some more b’ar steaks and et ’em, and the land sounded awful still, not a
wolf howling nor a cougar squalling. They was all west of the ridge. This
critter Cap’n Kidd sure had the country to hisself, as far as the meat-eating
critters was consarned.

I hobbled Alexander close by and fixed me a bed with some boughs and
his saddle blanket, and went to sleep. I was woke up shortly after midnight
by Alexander trying to get in bed with me.

I sot up in irritation and prepared to bust him in the snoot, when I
heard what had scairt him. I never heard such a noise. My hair stood
straight up. It was a stallion neighing, but I never heard no hoss critter
neigh like that. I bet you could of heard it for fifteen miles. It sounded
like a combination of a wild hoss neighing, a rip saw going through a oak
log full of knots, and a hungry cougar screeching. I thought it come from
somewhere within a mile of the camp, but I warn’t sure. Alexander was
shivering and whimpering he was that scairt, and stepping all over me as
he tried to huddle down amongst the branches and hide his head under
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my shoulder. I shoved him away, but he insisted on staying as close to me
as he could, and when I woke up again next morning he was sleeping with
his head on my belly.

But he must of forgot about the neigh he heard, or thought it was jest
a bad dream or something, because as soon as I taken the hobbles off of
him he started cropping grass and wandered off amongst the thickets in
his pudding-head way.

I cooked me some more b’ar steaks, and wondered if T ought to go and
try to find Mister Donovan and tell him about hearing the stallion neigh,
but I figgered he’d heard it. Anybody that was within a day’s ride ought
to of heard it. Anyway, I seen no reason why I should run errands for
Donovan.

I'hadn’tgot through eating when I heard Alexander give a horrified bray,
and he come lickety-split out of a grove of trees and made for the camp,
and behind him come the biggest hoss I ever seen in my life. Alexander
looked like a potbellied bull pup beside of him. He was painted — black and
white — and he r’ared up with his long mane flying agen the sunrise, and
give a scornful neigh that nigh busted my eardrums, and turned around
and sa’ntered back toward the grove, cropping grass as he went, like he
thunk so little of Alexander he wouldn’t even bother to chase him.

Alexander come blundering into camp, blubbering and hollering, and
run over the fire and scattered it every which a way, and then tripped hisself
over the saddle which was laying near by, and fell on his neck braying like
he figgered his life was in danger.

I catched him and throwed the saddle and bridle on to him, and by
that time Cap’n Kidd was out of sight on the other side of the thicket. I
onwound my lariat and headed in that direction. I figgered not even Cap’n
Kidd could break that lariat. Alexander didn’t want to go; he sot back on
his haunches and brayed fit to deefen you, but I spoke to him sternly, and
it seemed to convince him that he better face the stallion than me, so he
moved out, kind of reluctantly.

We went past the grove and seen Cap’n Kid cropping grass in the patch
of rolling prairie just beyond, so I rode toward him, swinging my lariat.
He looked up and snorted kinda threateningly, and he had the meanest eye
I ever seen in man or beast; but he didn’t move, just stood there looking
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contemptuous, so I throwed my rope and piled the loop right around his
neck, and Alexander sot back on his haunches.

Well, it was about like roping a roaring hurricane. The instant he felt
that rope Cap’n Kidd give a convulsive start, and made one mighty lunge
for freedom. The lariat held, but the girths didn’t. They held jest long
enough for Alexander to get jerked head over heels, and naturally I went
along with him. But right in the middle of the somesault we taken, both
girths snapped.

Me and the saddle and Alexander landed all in a tangle, but Cap’n Kidd
jerked the saddle from amongst us, because I had my rope tied fast to the
horn, Texas-style, and Alexander got loose from me by the simple process
of kicking me vi’lently in the ear. He also stepped on my face when he
jumped up, and the next instant he was hightailing it through the bresh in
the general direction of Bear Creek. As I learned later he didn’t stop till he
run into Pap’s cabin and tried to hide under my brother John’s bunk.

Meanwhile Cap’n Kidd had throwed the loop offa his head and come
for me with his mouth wide open, his ears laid back and his teeth and eyes
flashing. I didn’t want to shoot him, so I riz up and run for the trees. But
he was coming like a tornado, and I seen he was going to run me down
before I could get to a tree big enough to climb, so I grabbed me a sapling
about as thick as my laig and tore it up by the roots, and turned around
and busted him over the head with it, just as he started to r’ar up to come
down on me with his front hoofs.

Pieces of roots and bark and wood flew every which a way, and Cap’n
Kidd grunted and batted his eyes and went back on to his haunches. It was
a right smart lick. If I'd ever hit Alexander that hard it would have busted
his skull like a egg — and Alexander had a awful thick skull, even for a
mule.

Whilst Cap’n Kidd was shaking the bark and stars out of his eyes, I run
to a big oak and clumb it. He come after me instantly, and chawed chunks
out of the tree as big as washtubs, and kicked most of the bark off as high
up as he could rech, but it was a good substantial tree, and it held. He
then tried to climb it, which amazed me most remarkable, but he didn’t
do much good at that. So he give up with a snort of disgust and trotted off.

I'waited till he was out of sight, and then I clumb down and got my rope
and saddle, and started follering him. I knowed there warn’t no use trying
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to catch Alexander with the lead he had. I figgered he’d get back to Bear
Creek safe. And Cap’n Kidd was the critter I wanted now. The minute I
lammed him with that tree and he didn’t fall, I knowed he was the hoss for
me — a hoss which could carry my weight all day without giving out, and
likewise full of spirit. I says to myself ] rides him or the buzzards picks my
bones.

I snuck from tree to tree, and presently seen Cap’n Kidd swaggering
along and eating grass, and biting the tops off of young sapling, and oc-
casionally tearing down a good sized tree to get the leaves off. Sometimes
he’d neigh like a steamboat whistle, and let his heels fly in all directions
just out of pure cussedness. When he done this the air was full of flying
bark and dirt and rocks till it looked like he was in the middle of a twisting
cyclone. I never seen such a critter in my life. He was as full of pizen and
rambunctiousness as a drunk Apache on the warpath.

I thought at first I'd rope him and tie the other end of the rope to a big
tree, but I was a-feared he’d chawed the lariatapart. Then I seen something
that changed my mind. We was close to the rocky cliffs which jutted up
above the trees, and Cap’n Kidd was passing a canyon mouth that looked
like a big knife cut. He looked in and snorted, like he hoped they was a
mountain lion hiding in there, but they warn’t, so he went on. The wind
was blowing from him towards me and he didn’t smell me.

After he was out of sight amongst the trees I come out of cover and
looked into the cleft. It was kinda like a short blind canyon. It warn’t but
about thirty foot wide at the mouth, butit widened quick till it made a kind
of bowl a hundred yards acrost, and then narrowed to a crack again. Rock
walls five hundred foot high was on all sides except at the mouth.

“And here,” says I to myself, “is a readymade corral!”

Then I lay to and started to build a wall to close the mouth of the
canyon. Later on I heard thata scientific expedition (whatever the hell that
might be) was all excited over finding evidences of a ancient race up in the
mountains. They said they found a wall that could of been built only by
giants. They was crazy; that there was the wall I built for Cap’n Kidd.

I knowed it would have to be high and solid if T didn’t want Cap’n Kidd
to jump it or knock it down. They was plenty of boulders laying at the foot
of the cliffs which had weathered off, and I didn’t use a single rock which
weighed less’n three hundred pounds, and most of ’em was a lot heavier

22



Meet Cap’n Kidd

than that. It taken me most all morning, but when I quit I had- me a wall
higher’n the average man could reach, and so thick and heavy I knowed it
would hold even Cap’n Kidd.

I left a narrer gap in it, and piled some boulders close to it on the
outside, ready to shove ’em into the gap. Then I stood outside the wall
and squalled like a cougar. They ain’t even a cougar hisself can tell the
difference when I squalls like one. Purty soon I heard Cap’n Kidd give his
war-neigh offyonder, and then they was a thunder of hoofs and a snapping
and crackling of bresh, and he come busting into the open with his ears
laid back and his teeth bare and his eyes as red as a Comanche’s war-paint.
He sure hated cougars. But he didn’t seem to like me much neither. When
he seen me he give a roar of rage, and come for me lickety-split. I run
through the gap and hugged the wall inside, and he come thundering
after me going so fast he run clean across the bowl before he checked
hisself. Before he could get back to the gap I'd run outside and was piling
rocks in it. I had a good big one about the size of a fat hawg and I jammed
itin the gap first and piled t’others on top of it.

Cap’n Kidd arriv at the gap all hoofs and teeth and fury, but it was
already filled too high for him to jump and too solid for him to tear down.
He done his best, but all he done was to knock some chunks offa the rocks
with his heels. He sure was mad. He was the maddest hoss I ever seen,
and when I got up on the wall and he seen me, he nearly busted with rage.

He went tearing around the bowl, kicking up dust and neighing like a
steamboat on the rampage, and then he come back and tried to kick the
wall down again. When he turned to gallop oft I jumped offa the wall and
landed square on his back, but before I could so much as grab his mane
he throwed me clean over the wall and I landed in a cluster of boulders
and cactus and skun my shin. This made me mad so I got the lariat and
the saddle and clumb back on the wall and roped him, but he jerked the
rope out of my hand before I could get any kind of a purchase, and went
bucking and pitching around all over the bowl trying to get shet of the
rope. So purty soon he pitched right into the cliff wall and he lammed it
so hard with his hind hoofs that a whole section of overhanging rock was
jolted loose and hit him right between the ears. That was too much even
for Cap’n Kidd.

It knocked him down and stunned him, and I jumped down into the
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bowl and before he could come to I had my saddle on to him, and a
hackamore I'd fixed out of a piece of my lariat. I'd also mended the girths
with pieces of the lariat, too, before I built the wall.

Well, when Cap’n Kidd recovered his senses and riz up, snorting and
war-like, I was on his back. He stood still for a instant like he was trying
to figger out jest what the hell was the matter, and then he turned his head
and seen me on his back. The next instant I felt like I was astraddle of a
ringtailed cyclone.

I dunno what all he done. He done so many things all at onst I couldn’t
keep track. I clawed leather. The man which could have stayed onto him
without clawing leatherain’tbornyet, or else he’s a cussed liar. Sometimes
my feetwas in the stirrups and sometimes they warn’t, and sometimes they
was in the wrong stirrups. I cain’t figger out how that could be, but it was
so0. Part of the time I was in the saddle and part of the time I was behind
it on his rump, or on his neck in front of it. He kept reching back trying
to snap my laig and onst he got my thigh between his teeth and would
ondoubtedly of tore the muscle out if T hadn’t shook him loose by beating
him over the head with my fist.

One instant he’d have his head betwixt his feet and I'd be setting on
a hump so high in the air I'd get dizzy, and the next thing he’d come
down stiff-laiged and I could feel my spine telescoping. He changed ends
so fast I got sick at my stummick and he nigh unjointed my neck with
his sunfishing. I calls it sunfishing because it was more like that than
anything. He occasionally rolled over and over on the ground, too, which
was very uncomfortable for me, but I hung on, because I was afeared if I
let go I'd never get on him again. I also knowed that if he ever shaken me
loose I'd had to shoot him to keep him from stomping my guts out. So I
stuck, though I’ll admit that they is few sensations more onpleasant than
having a hoss as big as Cap’n Kidd roll on you nine or ten times.

He tried to scrape me off agen the walls, too, but all he done was scrape
off some hide and most of my pants, though it was when he lurched agen
that outjut of rock that I got them ribs cracked, I reckon.

He looked like he was able to go on forever, and aimed to, but I hadn’t
never met nothing which could outlast me, and I stayed with him, even
after [ started bleeding at the nose and mouth and ears, and got blind,
and then all to onst he was standing stock still in the middle of the bowl,
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with his tongue hanging out about three foot, and his sweat-soaked sides
heaving, and the sun was just setting over the mountains. He’d bucked
nearly all afternoon!

But he was licked. I knowed it and he knowed it. I shaken the stars and
sweat and blood out of my eyes and dismounted by the simple process
of pulling my feet out of stirrups and falling off. I laid there for maybe
a hour, and was most amazing sick, but so was Cap’n Kidd. When I was
able to stand on my feet I taken the saddle and the hackamore off'and he
didn’t kick me nor nothing. He jest made a half-hearted attempt to bite
me but all he done was to bite the buckle offa my gunbelt. They was a little
spring back in the cleft where the bowl narrered in the cliff, and plenty of
grass, so I figgered he’d be all right when he was able to stop blowing and
panting long enough to eat and drink.

I made a fire outside the bowl and cooked me what was left of the b’ar
meat, and then I lay down on the ground and slept till sunup.

When I riz up and seen how late it was, I jumped up and run and looked
over the wall, and there was Cap’n Kidd mowing the grass down as ca’'m
as you please. He give me a mean look, but didn’t say nothing. I was so
eager to see if he was going to let me ride him without no more foolishness
that I didn’t stop for breakfast, nor to fix the buckle onto my gunbelt. I
left it hanging on a spruce limb, and clumb into the bowl. Cap’n Kidd laid
back his ears but didn’t do nothing as I approached outside of making a
swipe at me with his left hoof. I dodged and give him a good hearty kick
in the belly and he grunted and doubled up, and I clapped the saddle on
him. He showed his teeth at that, but he let me cinch it up, and put on the
hackamore, and when I got on him he didn’t pitch but about ten jumps
and make but one snap at my laig. Well, I was plumb tickled as you can
imagine. I clumb down and opened the gap in the wall and led him out,
and when he found he was outside the bow! he bolted and dragged me for
a hundred yards before I managed to get the rope around a tree. After I tied
him up though, he didn’t try to bust loose. I started back towards the tree
where I left my gunbelt when I heard hosses running, and the next thing
I knowed Donovan and his five men busted into the open and pulled up
with their mouths wide open. Cap’n Kidd snorted war-like when he seen
’em, but didn’t cut up no other way.
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“Blast my soul!” says Donovan. “Can I believe my eyes? If there ain’t
Cap’n Kidd hisself, saddled and tied to that tree! Did you do that?”

“Yeah,” I said.

He looked me over and said, “I believes it. You looked like you been
through a sausage grinder. Air you still alive?”

“My ribs is kind of sore,” I said.

“—1” says Donovan. “To think that a blame half-naked hillbilly should
do what the best hossmen of the West has attempted in vain! I don’taim to
stand for it! I knows my rights! That there is my hoss by rights! I've trailed
him nigh a thousand miles, and combed this cussed plateau in a circle.
He’s my hoss!”

“He ain’t, nuther,” I says. “He come from the Humbolts original, jest
like me. You said so yoreself. Anyway, I caught him and broke him, and
he’s mine.”

“He’s right, Bill,” one of the men says to Donovan.

“You shet up!” roared Donovan. “What Wild Bill Donovan wants, he
gits!”

Ireched for my gun and then remembered in despair that it was hanging
on a limb a hundred yards away. Donovan covered me with the sawed-off
shotgun he jerked out of his saddle holster as he swung down.

“Stand where you be,” he advised me. “I ought to shoot you for not
comin’ and tellin’ me when you seen the hoss, but after all you've saved
me the trouble of breakin’ him in.”

“Soyo’re a hoss thief!” I said wrathfully.

“You be keerful what you calls me!” he roared. “I ain’t no hoss thief. We
gambles for that hoss. Set down!”

I sot and he sot on his heels in front of me, with his sawed-off still
covering me. If it'd been a pistol I would of took it away from him and
shoved the barrel down his throat. But I was quite young in them days and
bashful about shotguns. The others squatted around us, and Donovan
says: “Smoky, haul out yore deck — the special one. Smoky deals, hillbilly,
and the high hand wins the hoss.”

“Im puttin’ up my hoss, it looks like,” I says fiercely. “What you puttin’
up?”

“My Stetson hat!” says he. “Haw! haw! haw!”

“Haw! haw! haw!” chortles the other hoss thieves.
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Smoky started dealing and I said, “Hey! Yo’re dealin’ Donovan’s hand
offa the bottom of the deck!”

“Shet up!” roared Donovan, poking me in the belly with his shotgun.
“You be keerful how you slings them insults around! This here is a fair and
square game, and I just happen to be lucky. Can you beat four aces?”

“How you know you got four aces?” I says fiercely. “You ain’t looked at
yore hand yet.”

“Oh,” says he, and picked it up and spread it out on the grass, and they
was four aces and a king. “By golly!” says he. “I shore called that shot
right!”

“Remarkable foresight!” I said bitterly, throwing down my hand which
was a three, five, and seven of hearts, a ten of clubs, and ajack of diamonds.

“Then I wins!” gloated Donovan, jumping up. I riz too, quick and
sudden, but Donovan had me covered with that cussed shotgun.

“Git on that hoss and ride him over to our camp, Red,” says Donovan,
to a big redheaded hombre which was shorter than him but jest about as
big. “See if he’s properly broke. I wants to keep my eye on this hillbilly
myself.”

So Red went over to Cap’n Kidd which stood there saying nothing, and
my heart sunk right down to the tops of my spiked shoes. Red ontied him
and clumb on him and Cap’n Kidd didn’t so much as snap at him. Red
says: “Git goin’, cuss you!” Cap’n Kidd turnt his head and looked at Red
and then he opened his mouth like a alligator and started laughing. I never
seen a hoss laugh before, but now I know what they mean by a hoss laugh.
Cap’n Kidd didn’t neigh nor nicker. He jest laughed. He laughed till the
acorns come rattling down outa the trees and the echoes rolled through
the cliffs like thunder. And then he reched his head around and grabbed
Red’s laig and dragged him out of the saddle, and held him upside down
with guns and things spilling out of his scabbards and pockets, and Red
yelling blue murder. Cap’n Kidd shaken him till he looked like a rag and
swung him around his head three or four times, and then let go and
throwed him clean through a alder thicket.

Them fellers all stood gaping, and Donovan had forgot about me, so I
grabbed the shotgun away from him and hit him under the ear with my
left fist and he bit the dust. I then swung the gun on the others and roared,
“Onbuckle them gunbelts, cuss ye!” They was bashfuller about buckshot
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at close range than I'was. They didn’t argy. Them four gunbelts was on the
grass before I stopped yelling.

“All right,” I said. “Now go catch Cap’n Kidd.”

Because he had gone over to where their hosses was tied and was
chawing and kicking the tar out of them and they was hollering something
fierce.

“He’ll kill us!” squalled the men.

“Well, what of it?” I snarled. “Gwan!”

So they made a desperate foray onto Cap’n Kidd and the way he kicked
’em in the belly and bit the seat out of their britches was beautiful to
behold. But whilst he was stomping them I come up and grabbed his
hackamore and when he seen who it was he stopped fighting, so I tied
him to a tree away from the other hosses. Then I throwed Donovan’s
shotgun onto the men and made ’em get up and come over to where
Donovan was laying, and they was a bruised and battered gang. The way
they taken on you’d of thought somebody had mistreated ’em.

I made ’em take Donovan’s gunbelt offa him and about that time he
come to and sot up, muttering something about a tree falling on him.

“Don’t you remember me?” I says. “I'm Breckinridge Elkins.”

“It all comes back,” he muttered. “We gambled for Cap’n Kidd.”

“Yeah,” I says, “and you won, so now we gambles for him again. You
sot the stakes before. This time I sets ’em. I matches these here britches
I got on agen Cap’n Kidd, and yore saddle, bridle, gunbelt, pistol, pants,
shirt, boots, spurs, and Stetson.”

“Robbery!” he bellered. “Yo’re a cussed bandit!”

“Shet up,” I says, poking him in the midriff with his shotgun. “Squat!
The rest of you, too.”

“Ain’t you goin’ to let us do somethin’ for Red?” they said. Red was
laying on the other side of the thicket Cap’n Kidd had throwed him
through, groaning loud and fervent.

“Let him lay for a spell,” I says. “If he’s dyin’ they ain’t nothin’ we can
do for him, and if he ain’t, he’ll keep till this game’s over. Deal, Smoky,
and deal from the top of the deck this time.”

So Smoky dealed in fear and trembling, and I says to Donovan, “What
you got?”

“A royal flush of diamonds, by God!” he says. “You cain’t beat that!”
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“A royal flush of hearts’ll beat it, won’t it, Smoky?” I says, and Smoky
says: “Yuh-yuh-yeah! Yeah! Oh, yeah!”

“Well,” I said, “I ain’t looked at my hand yet, but I bet that’s jest what
I got. What you think?” I says, p’inting the shotgun at Donovan’s upper
teeth. “Don’t you reckon I've got a royal flush in hearts?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me a bit,” says Donovan, turning pale.

“Then everybody’s satisfied and they ain’t no use in me showin’ my
hand,” I says, throwing the cards back into the pack. “Shed them duds!”

He shed ’em withouta word, and I let’em take up Red, which had seven
busted ribs, a dislocated arm and a busted laig, and they kinda folded him
acrost his saddle and tied him in place. Then they pulled out without
saying a word or looking back. They all looked purty wilted, and Donovan
particularly looked very pecooliar in the blanket he had wropped around
his middle. If he’d had a feather in his hair he’d of made a lovely Piute, as
I told him. But he didn’t seem to appreciate the remark. Some men just
naturally ain’t got no sense of humor.

They headed east, and as soon as they was out of sight, I put the saddle
and bridle I’d won onto Cap’n Kidd and getting the bit in his mouth was
about like rassling a mountain tornado. ButI done it, and then I puton the
riggins I'd won. The boots was too small and the shirt fit a mite too snug
in the shoulders, but I sure felt elegant, nevertheless, and stalked up and
down admiring myself and wishing Glory McGraw could see me then.

I cached my old saddle, belt and pistol in a holler tree, aiming to send
my younger brother Bill back after ’em. He could have ’em, along with
Alexander. I was going back to Bear Creek in style, by golly!

With a joyful whoop I swung onto Cap’n Kidd, headed him west and
tickled his flanks with my spurs — them trappers in the mountains which
later reported having seen a blue streak traveling westwardly so fast they
didn’t have time to tell what it was, and was laughed at and accused of
being drunk, was did a injustice. What they seen was me and Cap’n Kidd
going to Bear Creek. He run fifty miles before he even pulled up for breath.

I ain’t going to tell how long it took Cap’n Kidd to cover the distance to
Bear Creek. Nobody wouldn’t believe me. But as I come up the trail a few
miles from my home cabin, [ heard a hoss galloping and Glory McGraw
bust into view. She looked pale and scairt, and when she seen me she give
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a kind of a holler and pulled up her hoss so quick it went back onto its
haunches.

“Breckinridge!” she gasped. “Ijest heard from yore folks that yore mule
come home without you, and I was just startin’ out to look for — oh!” says
she, noticing my hoss and elegant riggings for the first time. She kind
of froze up, and said stiffly, “Well, Mister Elkins, I see yo’re back home
again.”

“And you sees me rigged up in store-bought clothes and ridin’ the best
hoss in the Humbolts, too, I reckon,” I'said. “I hope you’ll excuse me, Miss
McGraw. I'm callin’ on Ellen Reynolds as soon as I've let my folks know
I’'m home safe. Good day!”

“Don’t let me detain you!” she flared, but after I'd rode on past she
hollered, “Breckinridge Elkins, I hate you!”

“I know that,” I said bitterly; “they warn’t no use in tellin’ me again -”

But she was gone, riding lickety-split off through the woods toward
her home cabin and I rode on for mine, thinking to myself what curious
critters gals was anyway.
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This business begun with Uncle Garfield Elkins coming up from Texas
to visit us. Between Grizzly Run and Chawed Ear the stage got held up
by some masked bandits, and Uncle Garfield, never being able to forget
that he was a gunfighting fool thirty or forty years ago, pulled his old
cap-and-ball instead of putting up his hands like he was advised to. For
some reason, instead of blowing out his light, they merely busted him
over the head with a .45 barrel, and when he come to he was rattling on
his way toward Chawed Ear with the other passengers, minus his money
and watch.

Itwas his watch what caused the trouble. That there timepiece had been
his grandpap’s, and Uncle Garfield sot more store by it than he did all his
kin folks.

When he arriv up in the Humbolt mountains where our cabin was, he
imejitly let into howling his woes to the stars like a wolf with the bellyache.
And from then on we heered nothing but that watch. I'd saw it and thunk
very little of it. It was big as my fist, and wound up with a key which Uncle
Garfield was always losing and looking for. But it was solid gold, and he
called it a hairloom, whatever them things is. And he nigh driv the family
crazy.

“A passle of big hulks like you-all settin’ around and lettin’ a old man
get robbed of all his property,” he would say bitterly. “When [ was a young
buck, if’n my uncle had been abused that way, I’d of took the trail and
never slept nor et till I brung back his watch and the scalp of the skunk
which stole it. Men now days — ” And so on and so on, till I felt like
drownding the old jassack in a barrel of corn licker.

Finally Pap says to me, combing his beard with his fingers; “Breckin-
ridge,” says he, “I've endured Uncle Garfield’s bellyachin’ all I aim to.
I want you to go look for his cussed watch, and don’t come back with-
outit.”
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“How’m I goin’ to know where to look?” I protested, aghast. “The feller
which got it may be in Californy or Mexico by now.”

“I realizes the difficulties,” says Pap. “But if Uncle Garfield knows
somebody is out lookin’ for his dern timepiece, maybe he’ll give the rest
of us some peace. You git goin’, and if you can’t find that watch, don’t
come back till after Uncle Garfield has went home.”

“How long is he goin’ to stay?” [ demanded.

“Well,” said Pap, “Uncle Garfield’s visits allus lasts a year, at least.”

At this I bust into profanity.

[ said, “I got to stay away from home a year? Dang it, Pap, Jim Braxton’ll
steal Ellen Reynolds away from me whilst 'm gone. I been courtin’ that
girl till ’m ready to fall dead. I done licked her old man three times, and
now, just when I got her lookin’ my way, you tells me I got to up and leave
her for a year for that dern Jim Braxton to have no competition with.”

“You got to choose between Ellen Reynolds, and yore own flesh and
blood,” said Pap. “I'm darned if I'll listen to Uncle Garfield’s squawks any
longer. You make yore own choice — but if you don’t choose to do what I
asks you to, I'll fill yore hide with buckshot every time I see you from now
on.”

Well, the result was that I was presently riding morosely away from
home and Ellen Reynolds, and in the general direction of where Uncle
Garfield’s blasted watch might possibly be.

I passed by the Braxton cabin with the intention of dropping Jim a
warning about his actions whilst [ was gone, but he wasn’t there. So I
issued a general defiance to the family by slinging a .45 slug through the
winder which knocked a cob pipe outa Old Man Braxton’s mouth. That
soothed me a little, but I knowed very well that Jim would make a beeline
for the Reynolds’ cabin the second I was out of sight. I could just see
him gorging on Ellen’s bear meat and honey, and bragging on hisself. I
hoped Ellen would notice the difference between a loudmouthed boaster
like him, and a quiet, modest young man like me, which never bragged,
though admittedly the biggest man and the best fighter in the Humbolts.

I hoped to meet Jim somewhere in the woods as I rode down the trail,
for I was intending to do something to kinda impede his courting while I
was gone, like breaking his leg, or something, but luck wasn’t with me.

I headed in the general direction of Chawed Ear, and the next day seen
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me riding in gloomy grandeur through a country quite some distance from
Ellen Reynolds.

Pap always said my curiosity would be the ruination of me some day, but I
never could listen to guns popping up in the mountains without wanting
to find out who was killing who. So that morning, when I heard the rifles
talking off amongst the trees, I turned Cap’n Kidd aside and left the trail
and rode in the direction of the noise.

A dim path wound up through the big boulders and bushes, and the
shooting kept getting louder. Purty soon I come out into a glade, and just
as [ did, bam! somebody let go at me from the bushes and a .45-70 slug
cut both my bridle reins nearly in half. I instantly returned the shot with
my .45, getting just a glimpse of something in the brush, and a man let
out a squall and jumped out into the open, wringing his hands. My bullet
had hit the lock of his Winchester and mighty nigh jarred his hands off
him.

“Cease that ungodly noise,” I said sternly, p’inting my .45 at his bay
winder, “and tell me how come you waylays innercent travelers.”

He quit working his fingers and moaning, and he said, “I thought you
was Joel Cairn, the outlaw. You’re about his size.”

“Well, I ain’t,” I said. “I’m Breckinridge Elkins, from the Humbolts. I
was just ridin’ over to learn what all the shootin’ was about.”

The guns was firing in the trees behind the fellow, and somebody yelled
what was the matter.

“Ain’t nothin’ the matter,” he hollered back. “Justa misunderstandin’.”
And he said to me, “I’'m glad to see you, Elkins. We need a man like you.
I’m Sheriff Dick Hopkins, from Grizzly Run.”

“Where at’s your star?” I inquired.

“Ilost it in the bresh,” he said. “Me and my deputies have been chasin’
Tarantula Bixby and his gang for a day and a night, and we got ’em
cornered over there in a old deserted cabin in a holler. The boys is shootin’
at ’em now. I heard you comin’ up the trail and snuck over to see who it
is. Just as I said, I thought you was Cairn. Come on with me. You can help
us.” .

“Iain’t no deputy,” I said. “I got nothin’ against Tranchler Bixby.”

“Well, you want to uphold the law, don’t you?” he said.
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“Naw,” I said.

“Well, gee whiz!” he wailed. “Ifyou ain’ta hell of a citizen! The country’s
goin’ to the dogs. What chance has a honest man got?”

“Aw, shut up,” I said. “I'll go over and see the fun, anyhow.”

So he picked up his gun, and I tied Cap’n Kidd, and follered the sheriff
through the trees till we come to some rocks, and there was four men
laying behind them rocks and shooting down into a hollow. The hill
sloped away mighty steep into a small basin that was just like a bowl, with
a rim of slopes all around. In the middle of this bowl there was a cabin
and puffs of smoke was coming from the cracks between the logs.

The men behind the rocks looked at me in surprise, and one of them
said, “What the hell - ?”

But the sheriff scowled at them and said, “Boys, this here is Breck
Elkins. I done told him already about us bein’ a posse from Grizzly Run,
and about how we got Tarantula Bixby and two of his cutthroats trapped
in that there cabin.”

One of the deputies bust into a guffaw and Hopkins glared at him and
said: “What you laughin’ about, you spotted hyener?”

“I swallered my tobaccer and that allus gives me the hystericals,”
mumbled the deputy, looking the other way.

“Hold up your right hand, Elkins,” requested Hopkins, so I done so,
wondering what for, and he said, “Does you swear to tell the truth, the
whole truth and nothing but the truth, e pluribus unum, anno dominecker,
to wit in status quo?”

“What the hell are you talkin’ about?” I demanded.

“Them which God has j’ined asunder let no man put together,” said
Hopkins. “Whatever you say will be used against you and the Lord have
mercy on yore soul. That means you’re a deputy. I just swore you in.”

“Go set on a tack,” I snorted disgustedly. “Go catch your own thieves.
And don’t look at me like that. I might bend a gun over your skull.”

“But Elkins,” pleaded Hopkins, “with yore help we can catch them rats
easy. All you got to do is lay up here behind this big rock and shoot at the
cabin and keep ’em occupied till we can sneak around and rush ’em from
the rear. See, the bresh comes down purty close to the foot of the slope
on the other side, and gives us cover. We can do it easy, with somebody
keepin’ their attention over here. I'll give you part of the reward.”
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“I don’t want no derned blood money,” I said, backing away. “And
besides — ow!”

I'd absent-mindedly backed out from behind the big rock where I’'d
been standing, and a .30-30 slug burned its way acrost the seat of my
britches.

“Dern them murderers!” I bellered, seeing red. “Gimme a rifle! I’ll learn
’em to shoot a man behind his back. Gwan, take ’em in the rear. I'll keep
’em busy.”

“Good boy!” said Hopkins. “You’ll get plenty for this!”

It sounded like somebody was snickering to theirselves as they snuck
away, butI give no heed. I squinted cautiously around the big boulder, and
begun sniping at the cabin. All I could see to shoot at was the puffs of
smoke which marked the cracks they was shooting through, but from the
cussing and yelling which begun to float up from the shack, I must have
throwed some lead mighty close to them.

They kept shooting back, and the bullets splashed and buzzed on the
rocks, and I kept looking at the further slope for some sign of Sheriff
Hopkins and the posse. But all I heard was a sound of horses galloping
away toward the west. I wondered who it could be, and I kept expecting
the posse to rush down the opposite slope and take them desperadoes in
the rear, and whilst I was craning my neck around a corner of the boulder
— whang! A bullet smashed into the rock a few inches from my face and a
sliver of stone took a notch out of my ear. I don’t know of nothing that
makes me madder’n to get shot in the ear.

I seen red and didn’t even shoot back. A mere rifle was too paltry to
satisfy me. Suddenly I realized that the big boulder in front of me was just
poised on the slope, its underside partly embedded in the earth. I throwed
down my rifle and bent my knees and spread my arms and gripped it.

I shook the sweat and blood outa my eyes, and bellered so them in the
hollow could hear me, “I’'m givin’ you-all a chance to surrender! Come
out, your hands up!”

They give loud and sarcastic jeers, and I yelled, “All right, you ringtailed
jackasses! If you gets squashed like a pancake, it’s your own fault. Here she
comes!”

And I heaved with all I had. The veins stood out on my temples, my feet
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sunk into the ground, but the earth bulged and cracked all around the big
rock, rivulets of dirt begun to trickle down, and the big boulder groaned,
give way and lurched over.

A dumfounded yell riz from the cabin. I leaped behind a bush, but the
outlaws was too surprised to shoot at me. That enormous boulder was
tumbling down the hill, crushing bushes flat and gathering speed as it
rolled. And the cabin was right in its path.

Wild yells bust the air, the door was throwed violently open, and a man
hove into view. Just as he started out of the door I let bam at him and he
howled and ducked back just like anybody will when a .45-90 slug knocks
their hat off. The next instant that thundering boulder hit the cabin. Smash!
It knocked it sidewise like a ten pin and caved in the wall, and the whole
structure collapsed in a cloud of dust and bark and splinters.

I run down the slope, and from the yells which issued from under the
ruins, [ knowed they hadn’t all been killed.

“Does you-all surrender?” [ roared.

“Yes, dern it!” they squalled. “Get us out from under this landslide!”

“Throw out yore guns,” I ordered.

“How in hell can we throw anything?” they hollered wrathfully. “We’re
pinned down by a ton of rocks and boards and we’re bein’ squoze to death.
Help, murder!”

“Aw, shut up,” I said. “You don’t hear me carryin’ on in no such
hysterical way, does you?”

Well, they moaned and complained, and I sot to work dragging the
ruins off them, which wasn’t no great task. Purty soon I seen a booted leg
and I laid hold of it and dragged out the critter it was fastened to, and he
looked more done up than what my brother Bill did that time he rassled a
mountain lion for a bet. I took his pistol out of his belt, and laid him down
on the ground and got the others out. There was three, altogether, and I
disarm ’em and laid ’em out in a row.

Their clothes was nearly tore off, and they was bruised and scratched,
and had splinters in their hair, but they wasn’t hurt permanent. They sot
up and felt of theirselves, and one of ’em said, “This here is the first
earthquake I ever seen in this country.”

“T’warn’t no earthquake,” said another’n. “It was a avalanche.”
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“Listen here, Joe Partland,” said the first’'n, grinding his teeth, “I says it
was a earthquake, and I ain’t the man to be called a liar—”

“Oh, you ain’t?” said the other’n, bristling up. “Well, lemme tell you
somethin’, Frank Jackson —”

“This ain’t no time for such argyments,” I admonished 'em sternly. “As
for that there rock, I rolled that at you myself.”

They gaped at me. “Who are you?” said one of ’em, mopping the blood
offa his ear.

“Never mind,” I said. “You see this here Winchester? Well, you all set
still and rest yourselves. Soon as the sherift gets here, I'm goin’ to hand
you over to him.”

His mouth fell open. “Sheriff?” he said, dumb-like. “What sheriff?”

“Dick Hopkins, from Grizzly Run,” I said.

“Why, you derned fool!” he screamed, scrambling up.

“Set down!” 1 roared, shoving my rifle barrel at him, and he sank back,
all white and shaking. He could hardly talk.

“Listen to me!” he gasped. “I'm Dick Hopkins! I'm sheriff of Grizzly
Run! These men are my deputies.”

“Yeah?” I said sarcastically. “And who was the fellows shootin’ at you
from the brush?”

“Tarantula Bixby and his gang,” he said. “We was follerin’ ’em when
they jumped us, and bein’ outnumbered and surprised, we took cover in
that old hut. They robbed the Grizzly Run bank day before yesterday. And
now they’ll be gettin’ further away every minute! Oh, Judas J. Iscariot! Of
all the dumb, boneheaded jackasses —”

“Heh! heh! heh!” I said cynically. “You must think I ain’t got no sense.
If you’re the sheriff, where at’s your star?”

“It was on my suspenders,” he said despairingly. “When you hauled me
out by the laig my suspenders caught on somethin’ and tore off. If you’ll
lemme look amongst them ruins —”

“You set still,” I commanded. “You can’t fool me. You’re Tranchler
Bixby yourself. Sheriff Hopkins told me so. Him and the posse will be
here in a little while. Set still and shut up.”

We ‘stayed there, and the fellow which claimed to be the sheriff moaned
and pulled his hair and shed a few tears, and the other fellows tried to
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convince me they was deputies till I got tired of their gab and told ’em
to shut up or I'd bend my Winchester over their heads. I wondered why
Hopkins and them didn’t come, and I begun to get nervous, and all to
once the fellow which said he was the sheriff give a yell that startled me
so I jumped and nearly shot him. He had something in his hand and was
waving it around.

“See here?” His voice cracked he hollered so loud. “I found it! It must
have fell down into my shirt when my suspenders busted! Look at it, you
dern mountain grizzly!”

I looked and my flesh crawled. It was a shiny silver star.

“Hopkins said he lost his’n,” I said weakly. “Maybe you found it in the
brush.”

“You know better!” he bellered. “You’re one of Bixby’s men. You was
sent to hold us here while Tarantula and the rest made their getaway. You'll
get ninety years for this!”

I turned cold all over as I remembered them horses I heard galloping.
I'd been fooled! This was the sheriff! That potbellied thug which shot at
me had been Bixby hisself! And whilst I held up the real sheriff and his
posse, them outlaws was riding out of the country.

Now wasn’t that a caution?

“You better gimme that gun and surrender,” opined Hopkins. “Maybe
ifyou do they won’t hang you.”

“Setstill!” I snarled. “I’'m the biggest sap that ever straddled a mustang,
but even saps has their feelin’s. You ain’t goin’ to put me behind no bars.
I'm goin’ up this slope, but I'll be watchin’ you. I've throwed your guns
over there in the brush. If any of you makes a move toward ’em, I'll put a
harp in his hand.”

Nobody craved a harp.

They set up a chant of hate as I backed away, but they sot still. I went up
the slope backward till I hit the rim, and then I turned and ducked into the
brush and run. I heard ’em cussing somethin’ awful down in the hollow,
but I didn’t pause. I come to where I'd left Cap’n Kidd, and a forked him
and rode, thankful them outlaws had been in too big a hurry to steal him.
I throwed away the rifle they give me, and headed west.

I aimed to cross Wild River at Ghost Canyon, and head into the
uninhabited mountain region beyond there. I figgered I could dodge a
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posse indefinite once I got there. I pushed Cap’n Kidd hard, cussing my
reins which had been notched by Bixby’s bullet. I didn’t have time to fix
’em, and Cap’n Kidd was a iron-jawed outlaw.

He was sweating plenty when I finally hove in sight of the place I was
heading for. As I topped the canyon’s crest before I dipped down to the
crossing, I glanced back. They was a high notch in the hills a mile or so
behind me. And as I looked three horsemen was etched in that notch,
against the sky behind ’em. I cussed fervently. Why hadn’t I had sense
enough to know Hopkins and his men was bound to have horses tied
somewheres near? They’d got their mounts and follered me, figgering I'd
aim for the country beyond Wild River. It was about the only place I could
go.

Not wanting no running fight with no sheriff’s posse, I raced recklessly
down the sloping canyon wall, busted out of the bushes — and stopped
short. Wild River was on the rampage — bank full in the narrow channel
and boiling and foaming. Been a big rain somewhere away up on the head,
and the horse wasn’t never foaled which could swum it.

Theywasn’t but one thing to do, and I done it. Iwheeled Cap’n Kidd and
headed up the canyon. Five miles up the river there was another crossing,
with a bridge — if it hadn’t been washed away.

Cap’n Kidd had his second wind and we was going lickety-split, when
suddenly I heard a noise ahead of us, above the roar of the river and the
thunder of his hoofs on the rocky canyon floor. We was approaching a
bend in the gorge where a low ridge run out from the canyon wall, and
beyond that ridge I heard guns banging. I heaved back on the reins — and
both of ’em snapped in two!

Cap’n Kidd instantly clamped his teeth on the bit and bolted, like he
always done when anything out of the ordinary happened. He headed
straight for the bushes at the end of the ridge, and I leaned forward and
tried to get hold of the bit rings with my fingers. But all I done was swerve
him from his course. Instead of following the canyon bed on around the
end of the ridge, he went right over the rise, which sloped on that side. It
didn’t slope on t’other side; it fell away abrupt. I had a fleeting glimpse of
five men crouching amongst the bushes on the canyon floor with guns in
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their hands. They looked up —and Cap’n Kidd braced his legs and slid to
a halt at the lip of the low bluff and simultaneously bogged his head and
throwed me heels over head down amongst ’em.

My boot heel landed on somebody’s head, and the spur knocked him
cold and blame near scalped him. That partly bust my fall, and it was
further cushioned by another fellow which I1landed on in a sitting position,
and which took no further interest in the proceedings. The other three fell
on me with loud brutal yells, and I reached for my .45 and found to my
humiliation that it had fell out of my scabbard when I was throwed.

So I riz with a rock in my hand and bounced it off a the head of a fellow
which was fixing to shoot me, and he dropped his pistol and fell on top of
it. At this juncture one of the survivors put a buffalo gun to his shoulder
and sighted, then evidently fearing he would hit his companion which was
carving at me on the other side with a bowie knife, he reversed it and run
in swinging it like a club.

The man with the knife got in a slash across my ribs and I then hit
him on the chin which was how his jawbone got broke in four places.
Meanwhile the other'n swung at me with his rifle, but missed my head
and broke the stock off across my shoulder. Irritated at his persistency in
trying to brain me with the barrel, I laid hands on him and throwed him
head-on against the bluff, which is when he got his fractured skull and
concussion of the brain, I reckon.

I then shook the sweat from my eyes, and glaring down, rekernized the
remains as Bixby and his gang. I might have knew they’d head for the wild
country across the river, same as me. Only place they could go.

Just then, however, a clump of bushes parted, near the river bank, and
a big black-bearded man riz up from behind a dead horse. He had a
six-shooter in his hand and he approached me cautiously.

“Who’re you?” he demanded. “Where’d you come from?”

“I'm Breckinridge Elkins,” I answered, mopping the blood offa my
shirt. “What is this here business, anyway?”

“I was settin’ here peaceable waitin’ for the river to go down so I could
cross,” he said, “when up rode these yeggs and started shootin’. I'm a
honest citizen —”

“Yow're a liar,” I said with my usual diplomacy. “You’re Joel Cairn, the
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wust outlaw in the hills. I seen your pitcher in the post office at Chawed
Ear.”

With that he p’inted his .45 at me, and his beard bristled like the
whiskers of a old timber wolf.

“So you know me, hey?” he said. “Well, what you goin’ to do about it,
hey? Want to colleck the reward money, hey?”

“Naw, I don’t,” I said. “I’m a outlaw myself, now. I just run foul of the
law account of these skunks. They’s a posse right behind me.”

“They is?” he snarled. “Why’ntyousayso? Here, le’s catch these fellers’
horses and light out. Cheap skates! They claims I double-crossed ’em in
the matter of a stagecoach holdup we pulled together recently. I been
avoidin’ em ’cause I’'m a peaceful man by nater, but they rode onto me
onexpected today. They shot my horse first crack; we been tradin’ lead for
more’n a hour without doin’ much damage, but they’d got me eventually,
I reckon. Come on. We’ll pull out together.”

“No, we won’t,” I said. “I'm a outlaw by force of circumstances, but I
ain’t no murderin’ bandit.”

“Purty particular of yore comperny, ain’tcha?” he sneered. “Well, any-
ways, help me catch me a horse. Yore’s is still up there on that bluff. The
day’s still young —”

He pulled out a big gold watch and looked at it; it was one which wound
with a key.

Ijumped like I was shot. “Where’d you get that watch?” I hollered.

He jerked up his head kinda startled, and said, “My grandpap gimme
it. Why?”

“You’rea liar!” I bellered. “You took that off 'n my Uncle Garfield. Gimme
that watch!”

“Are you crazy?” he yelled, going white under his whiskers. I plunged
for him, seeing red, and he let bang! and I got it in the left thigh. Before he
could shoot again I was on top of him, and knocked the gun up. It banged
but the bullet went singing up over the bluff and Cap’n Kidd squealed and
started changing ends. The pistol flew outa Cairn’s hand and he hit me
vi’lently on the nose which made me see stars. So I hit him in the belly
and he grunted and doubled up; and come up with a knife out of his boot
which he cut me across the boozum with, also in the arm and shoulder and
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kicked me in the groin. So I swung him clear of the ground and throwed
him headfirst and jumped on him with both feet. And that settled him.

I picked up the watch where it had fell, and staggered over to the cliff,
spurting blood at every step like a stuck hawg.

“Atlast my search is ata end!” I panted. “I can go back to Ellen Reynolds
who patiently awaits the return of her hero—"

It was at this instant that Cap’n Kidd, which had been stung by Cairn’s
wild shot and was trying to buck off his saddle, bucked hisself off the
bluff. He fell on me. . . .

The first thing I heard was bells ringing, and then they turned to horses
galloping. I set up and wiped off the blood which was running into my
eyes from where Cap’n Kidd’s left hind hoof had split my scalp. And I seen
Sheriff Hopkins, Jackson and Partland come tearing around the ridge. I
tried to get up and run, but my right leg wouldn’t work. I reached for my
gun and it still wasn’t there. I was trapped.

“Look there!” yelled Hopkins, wild-eyed. “That’s Bixby on the ground
—and all his gang. And ye gods, there’s Joel Cairn! What is this, anyhow?
It looks like a battlefield! What’s that settin’ there? He’s so bloody I can’t
recognize him!”

“It’s the hillbilly!” yelped Jackson. “Don’t move or I'll shoot 'cha!”

“I already been shot,” I snarled. “Gwan — do yore wust. Fate is against
me.”

They dismounted and stared in awe.

“Count the dead, boys,” said Hopkins in a still, small voice.

“Aw,” said Partland, “ain’t none of ’em dead, but they’ll never be the
same men again. Look! Bixby’s comin’ to! Who done this, Bixby?”

Bixby cast a wabbly eye about till he spied me, and then he moaned and
shriveled up.

“He done it!” he waited. “He trailed us down like a bloodhound and
jumped on us from behind! He tried to scalp me! He ain’t human!” And
he bust into tears.

They looked at me, and all took off their hats.

“Elkins,” said Hopkins in a tone of reverence, “I see it all now. They
fooled you into thinkin’ they was the posse and us the outlaws, didn’t
they? And when you realized the truth, you hunted ’em down, didn’t you?
And cleaned ’em out single handed, and Joel Cairn, too, didn’t you?”
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“Well,” I said groggily, “the truth is —”

“We understand,” Hopkins soothed. “You mountain men is all modest.
Hey, boys, tie up them outlaws whilst I look at Elkins’ wounds.”

“If yow'll catch my horse,” I'said, “I got to be ridin’ back—”

“Gee whiz, man!” he said, “youain’tin no shape to ride a horse! Do you
know you got four busted ribs and a broke arm, and one leg broke and a
bullet in the other’n, to say nothin’ of bein’ slashed to ribbons? We’ll rig
up a litter for you. What’s that you got in your good hand?”

I suddenly remembered Uncle Garfield’s watch which I'd kept clutched
in a death grip. I stared at what I held in my hand; and I fell back with a
low moan. All I had in my hand was a bunch of busted metal and broken
wheels and springs, bent and smashed plumb beyond recognition.

“Grab him!” yelled Hopkins. “He’s fainted!”

“Plant me under a pine tree, boys,” I murmured weakly; “just carve on
my tombstone: ‘He fita good fight but Fate dealt him the joker.””

A few days later a melancholy procession wound its way up the trail into
the Humbolts. I was packed on a litter. I told ’em I wanted to see Ellen
Reynolds before I died, and to show Uncle Garfield the rooins of the
watch, so he’d know I done my duty as I seen it.

As we approached the locality where my home cabin stood, who should
meet us but Jim Braxton, which tried to conceal his pleasure when I told
him in a weak voice that I was a dying man. He was all dressed up in
new buckskins and his exuberance was plumb disgustful to a man in my
condition.

“Too bad,” he said. “Too bad, Breckinridge. I hoped to meet you, but
not like this, of course. Yore pap told me to tell you if I seen you about yore
Uncle Garfield’s watch. He thought I might run into you on your way to
Chawed Ear to gita license —”

“Hey?” I said, pricking up my ears.

“Yeah, me and Ellen Reynolds is goin’ to git married. Well, as I started
to say, seems like one of them bandits which robbed the stage was a
fellow whose dad was a friend of yore Uncle Garfield’s back in Texas. He
reckernized the name in the watch and sent it back, and it got here the day
after you left-”
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The Peaceful Pilgrim

Gettin’ shot at by strangers and relatives is too plumb common to bother
about, and I don’t generally pay no attention to it. But it’s kind of irritating
to git shot at by yore best friend, even when yo’re as mild and gentle-
natured as what I am. But I reckon I better explain. I'd been way up nigh
the Oregon line, and was headin’ home when I happened to pass through
the mining camp of Moose Jaw, which was sot right in the middle of a
passle of mountains nigh as wild and big as the Humbolts. I was takin’
me a drink at the bar of the Lazy Elk Saloon and Hotel, when the barkeep
says, after studying me a spell, he says, “You must be Breckinridge Elkins,
of Bear Creek.”

I give the matter due consideration, and ’lowed as how I was.

“How come you knowed me?” [ inquired suspiciously, because I hadn’t
never been in Moose Jaw before, and he says, “Well, I've often heard tell
of Breckinridge Elkins, and when I seen you, I figgered you must be him,
because I don’t see how they can be two men in the world that big. By the
way, they’s a friend of yore’n upstairs — Blaze Carson. He come up here
from the southern part of the state, and I've often heered him brag about
knowin’ you personal. He’s upstairs now, fourth door from the stair —
head, on the right.”

Well, I remembered Blaze. He warn’t a Bear Creek man; he was from
War Paint, but I didn’t hold that agen him. He was kind of addle-headed,
butIdon’t expeck everybody to be smart like me.

So Iwent upstairs and knocked on the door, and bam! went a gun inside
and a .45 slug ripped through the door and taken a nick out of my ear.
As I remarked before, it irritates me to be shot at by a man which has no
reason to shoot at me, and my patience is quickly exhausted. So, without
waiting for any more exhibitions of hospitality, I give a exasperated beller
and knocked the door off its hinges and busted into the room over its
rooins.
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Forasecond I didn’t see nobody, but then I heard a kind of gurgle going
on, and happened to remember that the door seemed kind of squshy when
I tromped over it, so I knowed that whichever was in the room had got
pinned under the door when I knocked it down.

SoIreched under it with one hand and got him by the collar and hauled
him out, and shore enough it was Blaze Carson. He was limp as a rag and
glassy-eyed, and pale, and wild-looking, and was still vaguely trying to
shoot me with his six-shooter when I taken it away from him.

“What the hell is the matter with you?” I demanded sternly, dangling
him by the collar with one hand, whilst shaking him till his teeth rattled.
“Air you got deliritus trimmins, or what, shootin’ at yore friends through
the door?”

“Lemme down, Breck,” he gasped. “I didn’t know it was you. I thought
it was Lobo Ferguson comin’ after my gold.”

So I sot him down and he grabbed a jug of licker and poured hisself a
dram and his hand shaken so he spilled half of it down his neck when he
tried to drink.

“Well?” I demanded. “Ain’t you goin’ to offer me a snort, dern it?”

“Excuse me, Breckinridge,” he apolergized. “I'm so dern jumpy I dunno
whatI’'m doin’. I been livin’ in this here room for a week, too scairt to stick
my head out. You see them buckskin pokes?” says he, p’inting at some
bags on the bed. “Them is bustin’ full of nuggets. I been minin’ up the
Gulch for over a year now, and I got myself a neat fortune in them bags.
But it ain’t doin’ me no good.”

“Whatyou mean?” I demanded.

“These mountains is full of outlaws,” says he. “They robs and murders
every man which tries to take his gold out. The stagecoach has been
stuck up so often nobody sends their dust out onto it no more. When a
man makes his pile, he watches his chance and sneaks out through the
mountains at night, with his gold on pack-mules. Sometimes he makes it
and sometimes he don’t. That’s whatIaimed to do. But them outlaws has
got spies all over the camp. I know they got me spotted. I been afeared
to make my break, and afeared if T didn’t, they’d git impatient and come
right into camp and cut my throat. That’s what I thought when I heard
you knock. Lobo Ferguson’s the big chief of 'em. I been squattin’ over
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this here gold with my pistol night and day, makin’ the barkeep bring my
licker and grub up to me. I'm dern near loco!”

And he shaken like he had the aggers, and shivered and cussed kind of
whimpery, and taken another dram, and cocked his pistol and sot there
shakin’ like he’d saw a ghost or two.

“How’d you go if you snuck out?” I demanded.

“Up the ravine south of the camp and hit the old Injun path that
winds up through Scalplock Pass,” says he. “Then I'd circle wide down
to Wahpeton and grab the stagecoach there. I'm safe, onst I git to
Wahpeton.”

“I’'ll take yore gold out for you,” I says.

“But them outlaws’ll kill you!” says he.

“Naw, they won’t,” I says. “First place, they won’t know I got the gold.
Second place, I'll bust their heads if they start anything with me in the first
place. Is this all the gold they is?” I ast.

“Ain’t it enough?” says he. “My hoss and pack-mule is in the stables
behind the saloon "

“Idon’t need no pack-mule,” I says. “Cap’n Kidd can pack that easy.”

“And you, too?” he ast.

“You ought to know Cap’n Kidd well enough not to have to ast no
sech dern fool question as that there,” I said irritably. “Wait till I git my
saddlebags.”

Cap’n Kidd was getting fed out in the corral next to the hotel. I went
out there and got my saddlebags, which is a lot bigger’n most, because my
plunder has to be made to fit my size. They’re made outa three-ply elkskin,
stitched with rawhide thongs, and a wildcat couldn’t claw his way out of
‘em.

Well, I noticed quite a bunch of men standing around the corral looking
at Cap’n Kidd, but thought nothing of it, because he is a hoss which
naturally attracts attention.

But whilst I was getting my saddlebags, a long lanky cuss with long
yaller whiskers come up and said, “Is that yore hoss in the corral?”

“Ifhe ain’t he ain’t nobody’s,” I said.

“Well, he looks a lot like a hoss that was stole off my ranch six months
ago,” he said, and I seen ten or fifteen hard-looking hombres gatherin’
around us. I laid down my saddlebags sudden-like and started to pull my
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guns, when it occurred to me thatif I had a fight there, I might git arrested
and it would interfere with me taking out Blaze’s gold.

If that there is yore hoss,” I said, “you ought to be able to lead him out
of that there corral.”

“Shore I can,” he says with a oath. “And what’s more, I aim to.”

“That’s the stuff, Bill,” somebody says. “Don’t let the big hillbilly
tromple on yore rights!”

But I noticed some men in the crowd looked like they didn’t like it, but
was scairt to say anything.

“All right,” I says to Bill, “here’s a lariat. Climb over that fence and go
and put it on that hoss, and he’s yore’n.”

He looked at me suspiciously, but he taken the rope and clumb the
fence and started towards Cap’n Kidd which was chawing on a block of
hay in the middle of the corral, and Cap’n Kidd throwed up his head and
laid back his ears and showed his teeth. Bill stopped sudden and turned
pale, and said, “I- I don’t believe that there is my hoss, after all”

“Put that lariat on him!” I roared, pulling my right-hand gun. “You say
he’s yore’n; I say he’s mine. One of us is a liar and a hoss thief, and I aim
to prove which’n it is! Gwan, before I ventilates yore yaller system with hot
lead!”

He looked at me and he looked at Cap’n Kidd, and he turned bright
green all over. He looked agen at my .45 which I now had cocked and
p’inted at his long neck, which his Adam’s apple was going up and down
like a monkey on a pole, and he begun to aidge towards Cap’n Kidd again,
holding the rope behind him and sticking out one hand.

“Whoa, boy,” he says kind of shudderingly. “Whoa — good old feller -
whoa, boy — ow!”

He let out a awful howl as Cap’n Kidd made a snap and bit a chunk out
of his hide. He turned to run but Cap’n Kidd wheeled and let fly both heels
which caught Bill in the seat of the britches, and his shriek of despair
was horrible to hear as he went headfirst through the corral fence into a
hoss trough on the other side. From this he ariz dripping water, blood
and profanity. He shook a quivering fist at me and croaked, “You derned
murderer! I'll have yore life for this.”

“Idon’t hold no conversation with hoss thieves,” I snorted, and picked
up my saddlebags and stalked through the crowd which give back in a
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hurry on each side to let me through. And I noticed when I tromped
on some fellers’ toes, they done their cussing under their breath, and
pertended to be choking on their terbaccer when I glared back at ’em.
Folks oughta keep their derned hoofs out of the way if they don’t want to
be stepped on.

I taken the saddlebags up to Blaze’s room, and told him about Bill,
thinking he’d be amoosed, but he got a case of aggers agen, and said,
“That was one of Ferguson’s men! He meant to take yore hoss. It’s a old
trick, and honest folks don’t dare interfere. Now they got you spotted! You
better wait till night, at least.”

“Time, tide and a Elkins waits for no man!” I snorted, dumping the gold
into the saddlebags. “If that yaller-whiskered coyote wants any trouble,
he can git a bellyful. Tomorrer you git on the stagecoach and hit for
Wahpeton. If 1 ain’t there, wait for me. I ought to pull in a day or so after
you git there, anyway. And don’t worry about yore gold. It’ll be plumb safe
in my saddlebags.”

“Don’t yell so loud,” begged Blaze. “The derned camp’s full of spies,
and some of ’em may be downstairs.”

“Iwarn’t speakin’ above a whisper,” I said indignantly.

“That bull’s beller may pass for a whisper on Bear Creek,” says he,
wiping off the perspiration, “but I bet they can hear it from one end of the
Gulch to the other, at least.”

It’s a pitable sight to see a man with a case of the scairts; I shaken
hands with him and left him pouring red licker down his gullet like so
much water, and I swung the saddlebags over my shoulder and went
downstairs, and the barkeep leaned over the bar and whispered to me,
“Look out for Bill Price! He was in here a minute ago, lookin’ for trouble.
He pulled out just before you come down, but he won’t be forgettin’ what
yore hoss done to him!”

“Not when he tries to sit down, he won’t!” I agreed, and went on out to
the corral, and they was a crowd of men watching Cap’n Kidd eat his hay,
and one of ’em seen me and hollered, “Hey, boys, here comes the giant!
He’s goin’ to saddle that man-eatin’ monster! Hey, Tom! Tell the boys at
the bar!”

And here come a whole passel of fellers running out of all the saloons,
and they lined the corral fence solid, and started laying bets whether I'd
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git the saddle on Cap’n Kidd, or git my brains kicked out. I thought miners
must all be crazy; they ought to knowed I rode into camp on him and was
able to saddle my own hoss.

Well, Isaddled him, and throwed on the saddlebags, and clumb aboard,
and he pitched about ten jumps like he always does when I first fork him —
t'war’t nothing, but them miners hollered like wild Injuns. And when he
accidentally bucked hisself and me through the fence and knocked down a
section of it along with about fifteen men which was setting on the toprail,
the way they howled you’d of thought something terrible had happened.
Me and Cap’n Kidd don’t generally bother about gates. We usually makes
our own through whatever happens to be in front of us. But them miners is
aweakly breed, because as I rode out of the town I seen the crowd dipping
four or five of ’em into a hoss trough to bring ’em to, on account of Cap’n
Kidd having accidentally stepped on ’em.

This trivial occurrence seemed to excite everybody so much nobody
noticed me as I rode off, which suited me fine, because I am a modest
man, shy and retiring by nature, which don’t crave no publicity. I didn’t
see no sign of the feller they called Bill Price.

Well, I rode out of the Gulch and up the ravine to the south, and come
out into the high-timbered country, and was casting around for the old
Injun trail Blaze had told me about, when somebody said, “Hey!” Iwheeled
with both guns in my hands, and a long, lean, black-whiskered old cuss
rode out of the bresh toward me.

“Who are you and what the hell you mean by hollerin’ ‘Hey!’ at me?” I
demanded. A Elkins is always perlite.

“Air you the man with the man-eatin’ stallion?” he ast, and I says,
“I dunno what yo’re talkin’ about. This here hoss is Cap’n Kidd, which
I catched down in the Humbolt country, and a milder mannered critter
never kicked the brains out of a mountain lion.”

“He’s the biggest hoss I ever see,” he said. “Looks fast, though.”

“Fast?” says I, with the pride a Elkins always takes in his hoss flesh.
“Cap’n Kidd can outrun anything in this State, and carry me, and you,
and all this here gold in these saddlebags whilst doing it.” Then I shaken
my head in disgust, because I hadn’t meant to mention the gold, but I
couldn’t see what harm it would do.

“Well,” he said, “you’ve made a enemy of Bill Price, one of Lobo
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Ferguson’s gunmen, and as pizenous a critter as ever wore boot leather.
He come by here a few minutes ago, frothin’ at the mouth, and swearin’
to have yore heart’s blood. He’s headin’ up into the mountains to round
up forty or fifty of his gang and take yore sculp.”

“Well, what about it?” I inquired, not impressed. Somebody is always
wanting my life, and forty or fifty outlaws ain’t no odds to a Elkins.

“They’llwaylay you,” he predicted. “Yo’re a fine, upstandin’ young man,
which deserves a better fate’n to git dry-gulched by a passle of lowdown
bandit varmints. 'm jest headin’ for my cabin up in the hills. It’s a right
smart piece off the trail. Whyn’t you come along with me and lay low till
they’ve give up the search? They won’t find you there.”

“Tain’tin the habit of hidin’ from my enemies,” I begun, when suddenly
I remembered that there gold in my saddlebags. It was my duty to git it to
Wahpeton. If I was to tangle with Ferguson’s gang, they was just a slim
chance that they might down me, shooting from the bresh, and run off
with pore Blaze’s hard-earned dough. It was hard to do, but I decided I"'d
avoid a battle till after I'd give Blaze his gold safe and sound. Then, I was
determined, I’d come back and frail the daylights outa Lobo Ferguson for
forcing me into this here humiliating position.

“Lead on!” I says. “Lead me to yore hermitage in the wildwood, out
of the reach of the maddenin’ crowd and Lobo Ferguson’s bullets. But
I imposes a sacred trust of secrecy onto you. Let the world never know
that Breckinridge Elkins, the pride of Bear Creek, took to kiver to dodge a
mangy passle of minin’ country road—agents.”

“My lips is sealed,” says he. “Yore fatal secret is safe with Polecat Rixby.
Foller me.”

He led me through the bresh till we hit the old Injun trail, which warn’t
more’n a trace through the hills, and we pushed hard all the rest of the
day, not seeing anybody coming or going.

“They’ll be lookin’ for you in Moose jaw,” said the Polecat. “When they
don’t find you, they’ll comb the hills. But they’ll never find my cabin, even
if they knowed you was hidin’ there, which they don’t.”

Close to sundown we turned off the trail onto a still dimmer trace that
led east, and wound amongst crags and boulders till a snake would of
broke his back tryin’ to foller it, and just before it got good and dark we
come to a log bridge acrost a deep, narrer canyon. They was a river at
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the bottom of that there canyon, which was awful swift, and went roaring
and foaming along betwixt rock walls a hundred feet high. But at one
place the canyon wasn’t only about seventy foot wide, and they’d felled a
whopping big pine tree on one side so it fell acrost and made a bridge, and
the top side was trimmed down flat so a hoss could walk acrost, though
the average hoss wouldn’t like it very much. Polecat’s hoss was used to it,
but he was scairt jest the same. But they ain’t nothin’ between Kingdom
Come and Powder River that Cap’n Kidd’s scairt of, except maybe me, and
he walzed acrost that there tree like he was on a quartertrack.

The path wound through a lot of bresh on the other side, and so did we,
and after awhile we come to a cabin built nigh the foot of a big cliff. It was
on a kind of thick-timbered shelf, and the land fell away in a gradual slope
to a breshy run, and they was a clear spring nigh the aidge of the bresh. It
was a good place for a cabin.

They was a stone corral built up agen the foot of the cliff, and it looked
to be a dern sight bigger'n Polecat oughta need for his one saddle hoss
and the three pack hosses which was in there, but I have done learnt that
there ain’t no accounting for the way folks builds things. Polecat told me
to turn Cap’n Kidd loose in the corral, but I knowed if I done that they
would be one dead saddle hoss and three dead pack hosses in there before
midnight, so I turned him loose to graze, knowing he wouldn’t go far.
Cap’n Kidd likes me too much to run off and leave me, regardless of the
fact that he frequently tries to kill me.

By this time it was night, and Polecat said come in and he’d fix up a
snack of supper. So we went in and he lit a candle and made coffee and
fried bacon and sot out some beans and corn pone, and he taken a good
look at me settin’ there at the table all ready to fall to, and he fried up a lot
more bacon and sot out more beans. He hadn’t talked much all day, and
now he was about as talkative as a clam with the lockjaw. He was jumpy,
too, and nervous, and I decided he was scairt Lobo Ferguson might find
him after all, and do vi’lence to him for hiding me. It’s a dreary sight to
see a grown man scairt of something. Being scairt must be some kind of a
disease; I cain’t figger it out no other way.

I was watching Polecat, even if I didn’t seem to, because that’s a habit
us Bear Creek folks gits into; if we didn’t watch each other awful close,
we’d never live to git grown. So when he poured a lot of white-looking
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powder into my coffee out of a box on the shelf, he didn’t think I seen
him, but I did, and I noticed he didn’t put none in his’n. But I didn’t say
nothing, because it ain’t petlite to criticize a man’s cooking when yo’re
his guest; if Polecat had some new-fangled way of making coffee t'warn’t
for me to object.

He sot the grub on the table and sot down opposite me, with his head
down, and looking at me kinda furtive-like from under his brows, and I
laid into the grub and et hearty.

“Yore coffee’ll git cold,” he said presently, and I remembered it, and
emptied the cup at one gulp, and it was the best coffee I ever drunk.

“Hal!” says [, smacking my lips. “You ain’t much shakes of a man to look
at, Polecat, but you shore can b’ile coffee! Gimme another cup! What'’s the
matter; you ain’t eatin’ hardly anything?”

“I ain’t a very hearty eater,” he mumbled. “You — you want some more
coffee?”

SoIdrunk six more cups, but they didn’t taste near as good as the first,
and I knowed it was because he didn’t put none of that white stuff in ’em,
but I didn’t say nothing because it wouldn’t have been perlite.

After I'd cleaned up everything in sight, I said I’d help him wash the
pans and things, but he said, kind of funny-like, “Let ’em go. I — we can
do that— tomorrer. How — how do you feel?”

“I feel fine,” I said. “You can make coffee nigh as good as I can. Le’s sit
down out on the stoop. I hate to be inside walls any more’n I have to.”

He follered me out and we sot down and I got to telling him about the
Bear Creek country, because I was kind of homesick; but he didn’t talk at
all, just sot there staring at me in a most pecooliar manner. Finally I got
sleep and said I believed I’d go to bed, so he got a candle and showed me
where I was to sleep. The cabin had two rooms, and my bunk was in the
back room. They wasn’t any outside door to that room, just the door in
the partition, but they was a winder in the back wall.

I throwed my saddlebags under the bunk, and leaned my Winchester
agen the wall, and sot down on the bunk and started pulling off my boots,
and Polecat stood in the door looking at me, with the candle in his hand,
and a very strange expression on his face.

“You feel good?” he says. “You—you ain’t got no bellyache nor nothin’?”

“Hell, no!” I says heartily. “What I want to have a bellyache for? I never
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had one of them things in my life, only onst when my brother Buckner
shot me in the belly with a buffalo gun. Us Elkinses is healthy.”

He shaken his head and muttered something in his beard, and backed
out of the room, closing the door behind him. But the light didn’t go out
in the next room. I could see it shining through the crack of the door. It
struck me that Polecat was acting kind of queer, and I begun to wonder if
he was crazy or something. So I riz up in my bare feet and snuck over to
the door, and looked through the crack.

Polecat was standing by the table with his back to me, and he had that
box he’d got the white stuff out of, and he was turning it around in his
hand, and shaking his head and muttering to hisself.

“I didn’t make no mistake,” he mumbled. “This is the right stuff, all
right. I put dern near a handful in his coffee. That oughta been enough
for a elephant. I don’t understand it. I wouldn’t believe it if T hadn’t saw it
myself.”

Well, I couldn’t make no sense out of it, and purty soon he sot the box
back on the shelf behind some pans and things, and snuck out the door.
But he didn’t take his rifle, and he left his pistol belt hanging on a peg
nigh the door. What he took with him was the fire-tongs off of the hearth.
I decided he must be a little locoed from living by hisself, and I went back
to bed and went to sleep.

It was some hours later when I woke up and sot up with my guns in my
hands, and demanded, “Who’s that? Speak up before I drills you.”

“Don’t shoot,” says the voice of Polecat Rixby, emanating from the
shadowy figger hovering nigh my bunk. “It’s just me. I just wanted to see
if you wanted a blanket. It gits cold up here in these mountains before
mornin’.”

“When it gits colder’n fifteen below zero,” I says, “I generally throws a
saddle blanket over me. This here’s summertime. Gwan back to bed and
lemme git some sleep.”

I could of swore he had one of my boots in his hand when I first woke
up, but he didn’t have it when he went out. I went back to sleep and I slept
so sound it seemed like I hadn’t more’n laid back till daylight was oozing
through the winder.

I got up and pulled on my boots and went into the other room, and
coffee was b’iling, and bacon was frying onto a skillet, but Polecat warn’t
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in there. I laughed when I seen he’d just sot one place on the table. He’d
lived by hisself'so much he’d plump forgot he had company for breakfast.
I went over to the shelf where he’d got the white stuff he put in my coffee,
and retched back and pulled out the box. It had some letters onto it,
and while I couldn’t read very good then, I knowed the alphabet, and was
considered a highly educated man on Bear Creek. I spelled them letters out
and they went “A-r-s-e-n-i-c.” It didn’t mean nothing to me, so I decided
it was some foreign word for a new-fangled coffee flavor. I decided the
reason Polecat didn’t put none in his coffee was because he didn’t have
enough for both of us, and wanted to be perlite to his guest. But they was
quite a bit of stuff left in the box. I heard him coming back just then, so I
put it back on the shelf and went over by the table.

He come through the door with a armload of wood, and when he seen
me he turned pale under his whiskers and let go the wood and it fell onto
the floor. Some good-sized chunks bounced off of his feet but he didn’t
seem to notice it.

“What the heck’s the matter with you?” I demanded. “Yo’re as jumpy as
Blaze Carson.”

He stood there licking his lips for a minute, and then he says faintly,
“It’s my nerves. I've lived up here so long by myself kind of forgot I had
company. I apolergizes.”

“Aw, hell, don’t apolergize,” I said. “Just fry some more bacon.”

So he done it, and pretty soon we sot down and et, and the coffee was
purty sorry that morning.

“How long you reckon I ought to hide out here?” I ast, and he said,
“You better stay here today and tomorrer. Then you can pull out, travelin’
southwest, and hit the old Injun trail again just this side of Scalplock Pass.
Did — did you shake out yore boots this mornin’?”

“Naw,” I said. “Why?”

“Well,” he says, “they’s a awful lot of varmints around here, and
sometimes they crawls into the cabin. I've found Santa Fes and stingin’
lizards in my boots some mornins.”

“I didn’t look,” I says, drinking my fifth cup of coffee, “but now you
mention it, I believe they must be a flea in my left boot. I been feelin’ a
kind of ticklin’.”

So I pulled the boot off, and retched in my hand and pulled it out, and
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itwarn’ta flea at all, but a tarantula as big as your fist. I squshed it betwixt
my thumb and forefinger and throwed it out the door, and Polecat looked
at me kind of wild-like and said, “Did - did it bite you?”

“It’s been nibblin’ on my toe for the past half hour or so,” I said, “butI
thought it was just a flea.”

“But my God!” he wailed. “Them things is pizen! I've seen men die
from bein’ bit by ’em!”

“You mean to tell me men in these parts is so puny they suffers when a
tranchler bites ’em?” I says. “I never heard of nothin’ so derned effeminate!
Pass the bacon.”

He done so in a kind of pale silence, and after I had mopped up all the
grease out of my plate with the last of the corn pone, I ast, “What does
a-r-s-e-n-i-c spell?”

He was jest taking a swig of coffee and he strangled and sprayed it all
over the table and fell backwards off his stool and would probably have
choked to death if T hadn’t pounded him in the back.

“Don’t you know what arsenic is?” he gurgled when he could talk, and
he was shaking like he had the aggers.

“Never heard of'it,” I said, and he hove a shuddering sigh and said, “It’s
a Egyptian word which means sugar.”

“Oh,” 1 said, and he went over and sot down and held his head in his
hands like he was sick at the stummick. He shore was a queer-acting old
codger.

Well, I seen the fire needed some wood, so I went out and gota armload
and started back into the cabin, and jest as I sot a foot on the stoop bam!
went a Winchester inside the cabin, and a .45-70 slug hit me a glancing
lick on the side of the head and ricocheted off down towards the run.

“What the hell you doin’?” I roared angrily, and Polecat’s pale face
appeared at the door, and he said, “Excuse me, Elkins! I war just cleanin’
my rifle-gun and it went off accidental!”

“Well, be careful,” I advised, shaking the blood off. “Glancin’ bullets is
dangerous. It might of hit Cap’n Kidd.”

“Don’t you want to give yore hoss some corn?” he says. “They’s plenty
out there in that shed nigh the corral.”

I thought that was a good idee, so I got a sack and dumped in about a
bushel, because Cap’n Kidd is as hearty a eater as what I am, and I went
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down the run looking for him, and found him mowing down the high
grass like a reaping machine, and he neighed with joy at the sight of the
corn. Whilst he was gorging [ went down the trail a ways to see if they was
any outlaws sneaking up it, but I didn’t see no signs of none.

It was about noon when I got back to the cabin, and Polecat warn’t
nowheres in sight, so I decided I'd cook dinner. I fried up a lot of bacon
and fixed some bread and beans and potaters, and b’iled a whopping big
potof coffee, and whilst it was b’iling I emptied all the Gypshun sugar they
was in the box into it, and taken a good swig, and it was fine. I thought
foreigners ain’t got much sense, but they shore know how to make sugar.

I was putting the things on the table when Polecat came in looking kind
of pale and wayworn, but he perked up when he seen the grub, and sot
down and started to eat with a better appertite than he’d been showing.
1 was jest finishing my first cup of coffee when he taken a swig of his’n,
and he spitit out on the floor and said, “What in hell’s the matter with this
here coffee?”

Now, despite the fact that I am timid and gentle as a lamb by nature,
they is one thing I will not endure, and that is for anybody to criticize my
cooking. I am the best coffee-maker in Nevada, and I've crippled more’n
one man for disagreeing with me. So I said sternly, “There ain’t nothin’
the matter with that there coftee.”

“Well,” he said, “I cain’t drink it.” And he started to pour it out.

At that I was overcome by culinary pride.

“Stop that!” I roared, jerking out one of my .45’s. “They is a limit to
every man’s patience, and this here’s mine! Even if I am yore guest, you
cain’t sneer at my coffee! Sech is a deadly insult, and not to be put up
with by any man of spirit and self-respect! You drink that there coffee and
display a proper amount of admiration for it, by golly!

“Yore lack of good taste cuts me to the marrer of my soul,” I continued
bitterly, as he lifted the cup to his lips in fear and trembling. “After I'd
done gone to all the trouble of makin’ that coffee specially good, and even
flavorin’ it with all the white stuff they was in that box on the shelf?!”

At that he screeched, “Murder!” and fell offa his stool backwards,
spitting coffee in every direction. He jumped up and bolted for the door,
but I grabbed him, and he pulled a bowie out of his boot and tried to stab
me, all the time yowling like a catamount. Irritated at this display of bad
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manners, I taken the knife away from him and slammed him back down
on the stool so hard it broke off all three of the laigs, and he rolled on the
floor again, letting out ear-splitting screams.

By this time I was beginning to lose my temper, so I pulled him up and
sot him down on the bench I'd been sitting on, and shoved the coffee pot
under his nose with one hand and my .45 with the other.

“This is the wust insult I ever had offered to me,” I growled blood-
thirstily. “So you’d do murder before you’d drink my coffee, hey? Well, you
empty that there pot before you put her down, and you smack yore lips
over it, too, or I'll =”

“It’s murder!” he howled, twisting his head away from the pot. “I ain’t
ready to die! I got too many sins a-stainin’ my soul! I'll confess! I’ll tell
everything! I'm one of Ferguson’s men! This here is the hideout where
they keeps the hosses they steals, only they ain’t none here now. Bill Price
was in the Lazy Elk Bar and heard you talkin’ to Blaze Carson about totin’
out his gold for him. Bill figgered it would take the whole gang to down
you, so he lit out for ’em, and told me to try to git you up to my cabin if I
could work it, and send up a smoke signal when I did, so the gang would
come and murder you and take the gold.

“But when I got you up here, I decided to kill you myself and skip out
with the gold, whilst the gang was waitin’ for my signal. You was too
big for me to tackle with a knife or a gun, so I put pizen in yore coffee,
and when that didn’t work I catched a tranchler last night with the tongs
and dropped it into yore boot. This mornin’ I got desperate and tried to
shoot you. Don’t make me drink that pizen coffee. I'm a broken man. I
don’t believe mortal weppins can kill you. Yo’re a jedgment sent onto me
because of my evil ways. Ifyou’ll spare my life, I swear I'll go straight from
now on!”

“What I care how you go, you back-whiskered old sarpent?” I snarled.
“My faith in humanity has been give a awful lick. You mean to tell me that
there arsenic stuff is pizen?”

“It’s considered shore death to ordinary human beings,” says he.

“Well, 'll be derned!” I says. “I never tasted nothin’ I liked better. Say!”
I says, hit by another thought, “when you was out of the cabin awhile ago,
did you by any chance build that there signal smoke?”
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“I done so,” he admitted. “Up on top of the cliff. Ferguson and his gang
is undoubtedly on their way here now.”

“Which way will they come?” I ast.

“Along the trail from the west,” says he. “Like we come.”

“All right,” I says, snatching up my Winchester, and the saddlebags in
the other hand. “I'll ambush ’em on this side of the gorge. ’'m takin’ the
gold along with me in case yore natural instincts overcomes you to the
extent of lightin’ a shuck with it whilst ’'m massacreein’ them idjits.”

[ run out and whistled for Cap’n Kidd and jumped onto him bareback
and went lickety-split through the bresh till I come to the canyon. And by
golly, just as I jumped off of Cap’n Kidd and run through the bushes to
the edge of the gorge, out of the bresh on the other side come ten men on
horses, with Winchesters in their hands, riding hard. I reckoned the tall,
lean, black-whiskered devil leading was Ferguson; I recognized Bill Price
right behind him.

They couldn’t see me for the bushes, and I drawed a bead on Ferguson
and pulled the trigger. And the hammer just clicked. Three times I worked
the lever and jerked the trigger, and every time the derned gun snapped.
By that time them outlaws had reached the bridge and strung out on it
single-file, Ferguson in the lead. In another minute they’d be acrost, and
my chance of ambushing ’em would be plumb sp’iled.

I throwed down my Winchester and busted out of the bresh and they
seen me and started yelling, and Ferguson started shooting at me, but the
others didn’t dare shoot for fear of hitting him, and some of the hosses
started rearing, and the men was fighting to keep ’em from falling offa
the bridge, but the whole passle come surging on. But I got to the end
of the bridge in about three jumps, paying no attention to the three slugs
Ferguson throwed into various parts of my anatomy. I bent my knees and
got hold of the end of the tree and heaved up with it. It was such a big
tree and had so many hosses and men on it even I couldn’t lift it very high,
but that was enough. I braced my laigs and swung the end around clear
of the rim and let go and it went end over end a hundred feet down into
the canyon, taking all them outlaws and their hosses along with it, them
a-yelling and squalling like the devil. A regular geyer of water splashed
up when they hit, and the last I seen of ’em they was all swirling down
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the river together in a thrashing tangle of arms and laigs and heads and
manes.

Whilst I stood looking after 'em, Polecat Rixby bust out of the bresh
behind me, and he give a wild look, and shaken his head weakly, and then
he said, “I forgot to tell you — I taken the powder out of the ca’tridges in
yore Winchester this mornin’ whilst you was gone.”

“This is a hell of a time to be tellin’ me about it,” I says. “But it don’t
make no difference now.”

“I suppose it’s too trivial to mention,” says he, “but it looks to me like
you been shot in the hind laig and the hip and the shoulder.”

“It's quite likely,” I agreed. “And if you really want to make yoreself
useful, you might take this bowie and help me dig the lead out. Then 'm
headin’ for Wahpeton. Blaze’ll be waitin’ for his gold, and I want to git me
some of that there arsenic stuff. It makes coffee taste better’n skunk ile or
rattlesnake pizen.”
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Pap dug the nineteenth buckshot out of my shoulder and said, “Pigs is
more disturbin’ to the peace of a community than scandal, divorce, and
corn-licker put together. And,” says Pap, pausing to strop his bowie on
my scalp where the hair was all burnt off, “when the pig is a razorback
hawg, and is mixed up with a lady school teacher, a English tenderfoot,
and a passle of bloodthirsty relatives, the result is appallin’ for a peaceable
man to behold. Hold still till John gits yore ear sewed back on.”

Pap was right. I warn’t to blame for what happened. Breaking Joel
Gordon’s laig was a mistake, and Erath Elkins is a liar when he says
I caved in them five ribs of his'n plumb on purpose. If Uncle Jeppard
Grimes had been tending to his own business he wouldn’t have got the
seat of his britches filled with bird-shot, and I don’t figger it was my
fault that cousin Bill Kirby’s cabin got burned down. And I don’t take no
blame for Jim Gordon’s ear which Jack Grimes shot off, neither. I figger
everybody was more to blame than I was, and I stand ready to wipe up the
earth with anybody which disagrees with me.

But it was that derned razorback hawg of Uncle Jeppard Grimes which
started the whole mess.

It begun when that there tenderfoot come riding up the trail with Tunk
Willoughby, from War Paint. Tunk ain’t got no more sense than the law
allows, but he shore showed good jedgement that time, because having
delivered his charge to his destination, he didn’t tarry. He merely handed
me a note, and p’inted dumbly at the tenderfoot, whilst holding his hat
reverently in his hand meanwhile.

“Whatyou mean by that there gesture?” [ ast him rather irritably, and he
said, “I doffs my sombrero in respect to the departed. Bringin’ a specimen
like that onto Bear Creek is just like heavin’ a jackrabbit to a pack of starvin’
loboes.”
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He hove a sigh and shook his head, and put his hat back on. “Rassle a
cat in pieces,” he says, gathering up the reins.

“What the hell are you talkin’ about?” I demanded.

“That’s Latin,” he said. “It means rest in peace.”

And with that he dusted it down the trail and left me alone with the
tenderfoot which all the time was setting his cayuse and looking at me like
I was a curiosity or something.

I called my sister Ouachita to come read that there note for me, which
she did and it run as follows:

Dere Breckinridge: This will interjuice Mr. J. Pembroke Pemberton a English sports-
man which I met in Frisco recent. He was disapinted because he hadn’t found no
adventures in America and was fixin to go to Aferker to shoot liuns and elerfants but
I perswaded him to come with me because I knowed he would find more hell on Bear
Creek in a week than he would find in a yere in Aferker or any other place. But the very
day we hit War Paint I run into a old ackwaintance from Texas I will not speak no
harm of the ded but [ wish the son of a buzzard had shot me somewheres besides in my
left laig which already had three slugs in it which I never could get cut out. Anyway
I am lade up and not able to come on to Bear Creek with J. Pembroke Pemberton. I
am dependin on you to show him some good bear huntin and other excitement and
pertect him from yore relatives [ know what a awful responsibility I am puttin on
you but I am askin’ this as yore frend, William Harrison Glanton, Esqy.

I looked J. Pembroke over. He was a medium sized young feller and
looked kinda soft in spots. He had yaller hair and very pink cheeks like a
gal; and he had on whip-cord britches and tan riding boots which was the
first I ever seen. And he had on a funny kinda coat with pockets and a belt
which he called a shooting jacket, and a big hat like a mushroom made
outa cork with a red ribbon around it. And he had a pack-horse loaded
with all kinds of plunder, and four or five different kinds of shotguns and
rifles.

“So yo're J. Pembroke,” I says, and he says, “Oh, rahther! And you, no
doubt, are the person Mr. Glanton described to me, Breckinridge Elkins?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Light and come in. We got b’ar meat and honey for
supper.”

“I say,” he said, climbing down. “Pardon me for being a bit personal,
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old chap, but may I ask if your — ah — magnitude of bodily stature is not a
bit unique?” "

“I dunno,” 1 says, not having the slightest idee what he was talking
about. “I always votes a straight Democratic ticket, myself.”

He started to say something else, but just then Pap and my brothers
John and Bill and Jim and Buckner and Garfield come to the door to see
what the noise was about, and he turned pale and said faintly, “I beg your
pardon; giants seem to be the rule in these parts.”

“Pap says men ain’t what they was when he was in his prime,” I said,
“but we manage to git by.”

Well, J. Pembroke laid into them b’ar steaks with a hearty will, and
when I told him we’d go after b’ar next day, he ast me how many days
travel it’d take till we got to the b’ar country.

“Heck!” I said. “You don’t have to travel to git b’ar in these parts. If you
forgit to bolt yore door at night yo’re liable to find a grizzly sharin’ yore
bunk before mornin’. This here’n we’re eatin’ was ketched by my sister
Ellen there whilst tryin’ to rob the pigpen out behind the cabin last night.”

“My word!” he says, looking at her peculiarly. “And may I ask, Miss
Elkins, what caliber of firearm you used?”

“I knocked him in the head with a wagon tongue,” she said, and he
shook his head to hisself and muttered, “Extraordinary!”

J. Pembroke slept in my bunk and I took the floor that night; and we was
up at daylight and ready to start after the b’ar. Whilst J. Pembroke was
fussing over his guns, Pap come out and pulled his whiskers and shook
his head and said, “That there is a perlite young man, but I'm afeared he
ain’tas hale as he oughta be. Ijust give him a pull at my jug, and he didn’t
gulp but one good snort and like to choked to death.”

“Well,” I said, buckling the cinches on Cap’n Kidd, “I've done learnt
not to jedge outsiders by the way they takes their licker on Bear Creek. It
takes a Bear Creek man to swig Bear Creek corn juice.”

“I hopes for the best,” sighed Pap. “But it’s a dismal sight to see ayoung
man which cain’t stand up to his licker. Whar you takin’ him?”

“Over toward Apache Mountain,” I said. “Erath seen a exter big grizzly
over there day before yesterday.”
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“Hmmmm!” says Pap. “By a pecooliar coincidence the schoolhouse is
over on the side of Apache Mountain, ain’t it, Breckinridge?”

“Maybe it is and maybe it ain’t,” I replied with dignerty, and rode off
with J. Pembroke ignoring Pap’s sourcastic comment which he hollered
after me, “Maybe they is a connection between book larnin’ and b’ar
huntin’, but who am I to say?”

J. Pembroke was a purty good rider, but he used a funny looking saddle
without no horn nor cantle, and he had the derndest gun I ever seen. It
was a double-barrel rifle, and he said it was a elerfant-gun. It was big
enough to knock a hill down. He was surprised I didn’t tote no rifle and
ast me what would I do if we met a b’ar. I told him [ was depending on
him to shoot it, but I said if it was necessary for me to go into action, my
six-shooter was plenty.

“My word!” says he. “You mean to say you can bring down a grizzly
with a shot from a pistol?”

“Not always,” [ said. “Sometimes I have to bust him over the head with
the butt to finish him.”

He didn’t say nothing for a long time after that.

Well, we rode over on the lower slopes of Apache Mountain, and tied
the horses in a holler and went through the bresh on foot. That was a
good place for b’ars, because they come there very frequently looking for
Uncle Jeppard Grimes’ pigs which runs loose all over the lower slopes of
the mountain.

But just like it always is when yo’re looking for something, we didn’t
see a cussed b’ar.

The middle of the evening found us around on the south side of the
mountain where they is a settlement of Kirbys and Grimeses and Gordons.
Half a dozen families has their cabins within a mile of each other, and 1
dunno what in hell they want crowd up together that way for, it would
plumb smother me, but Pap says they was always peculiar that way.

We warn’tin sight of the settlement, but the schoolhouse warn’t far off,
and I said to J. Pembroke, “You wait here a while and maybe a b’ar will
come by. Miss Margaret Ashley is teachin’ me how to read and write, and
it’s time for my lesson.”

I left J. Pembroke setting on a log hugging his elerfant-gun, and I
strode through the bresh and come out at the upper end of the run which

64




War on Bear Creek

the settlement was at the other’n, and school had just turned out and the
chillern was going home, and Miss Ashley was waiting for me in the log
schoolhouse.

That was the first school that was ever taught on Bear Creek, and she
was the first teacher. Some of the folks was awful sot agen it at first, and
said no good would come of book larning, but after I licked six or seven
of them they allowed it might be a good thing after all, and agreed to let
her take a whack atit.

Miss Margaret was a awful purty gal and come from somewhere away
back East. She was setting at her handmade desk as I come in, ducking
my head so as not to bump it agen the top of the door and perlitely taking
off my coonskin cap. She looked kinda tired and discouraged, and I said,
“Has the young’uns been rasin’ any hell today, Miss Margaret?”

“Oh, no,” she said. “They’re very polite — in fact I've noticed that Bear
Creek people are always polite except when they’re killing each other. I've
finally gotten used to the boys wearing their bowie knives and pistols to
school. But somehow it seems so futile. This is all so terribly different
from everything to which I've always been accustomed. I get discouraged
and feel like giving up.”

“You’ll git used to it,” I consoled her. “It’ll be a lot different once yo’re
married to some honest reliable young man.”

She give me a startled look and said, “Married to some one here on Bear
Creek?”

“Shore,” T said, involuntarily expanding my chest under my buckskin
shirt. “Everybody is just wonderin’ when you’ll set the date. But le’s git at
the lesson. I done learnt the words you writ out for me yesterday.”

But she warn’t listening, and she said, “Do you have any idea of why
Mr. Joel Grimes and Mr. Esau Gordon quit calling on me? Until a few days
ago one or the other was at Mr. Kirby’s cabin where I board almost every
night.”

“Now don’tyou worry none about them,” [ soothed her. “Joel’ll be about
on crutches before the week’s out, and Esau can already walk without bein’
helped. I always handles my relatives as easy as possible.”

“You fought with them?” she exclaimed.

“I just convinced ’em you didn’t want to be bothered with em,” I reas-
sured her. “I'm easygoin’, but I don’t like competition.” “Competition!”
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Her eyes flared wide open and she looked at me like she never seen me
before. “Do you mean, that you — that I — that—”

“Well,” T said modestly, “everybody on Bear Creek is just wonderin’
when you’re goin’ to set the day for us to git hitched. You see gals don’t
stay single very long in these parts, and — hey, what’s the matter?”

Because she was getting paler and paler like she’d et something which
didn’t agree with her.

“Nothing,” she said faintly. “You — you mean people are expecting me
to marry you?”

“Shore,” I said.

She muttered something that sounded like “My God!” and licked her
lips with her tongue and looked at me like she was about ready to faint.
Well, it ain’t every gal which has a chance to get hitched to Breckinridge
Elkins, so I didn’t blame her for being excited.

“You’ve been very kind to me, Breckinridge,” she said feebly. “But I —
this is so sudden — so unexpected — I never thought — I never dreamed —”

“I don’t want to rush you,” I said. “Take yore time. Next week will be
soon enough. Anyway, I got to build us a cabin, and - ”

Bang! went a gun, too loud for a Winchester.

“Elkins!” It was J. Pembroke yelling for me up the slope. “Elkins!
Hurry!”

“Who’s that?” she exclaimed, jumping to her feet like she was working
on a spring.

“Aw,” I said in disgust, “it’s a fool tenderfoot Bill Glanton wished on
me. I reckon a b’ar is got him by the neck. I’ll go see.”

“I'll go with you!” she said, but from the way J. Pembroke was yelling
I figgered I better not waste no time getting to him, so I couldn’t wait for
her, and she was some piece behind me when I mounted the lap of the
slope and met him running out from amongst the trees. He was gibbering
with excitement.

“Iwinged it!” he squawked. “I'm sure I winged the blighter! But it ran
in among the underbrush and I dared not follow it, for the beast is most
vicious when wounded. A friend of mine once wounded one in South
Africa, and -”

“Ab’ar?” | ast.
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“No, no!” he said. “Awild boar! The mostvicious brute I have ever seen!
It ran into that brush there!” '

“Aw, they ain’t no wild boars in the Humbolts,” I snorted. “You wait
here. 'l go see just what you did shoot.”

I seen some splashes of blood on the grass, so I knowed he’d shot
something. Well, I hadn’t gone more’n a few hunderd feet and was just out
of sight of J. Pembroke when I run into Uncle Jeppard Grimes.

Uncle Jeppard was one of the first white men to come into the Hum-
bolts. He’s as lean and hard as a pine-knot, and wears fringed buckskins
and moccasins just like he done fifty years ago. He had a bowie knife in
one hand and he waved something in the other’n like a flag of revolt, and
he was frothing at the mouth.

“The derned murderer!” he howled. “You see this? That’s the tail of
Daniel Webster, the finest derned razorback boar which ever trod the
Humbolts! That danged tenderfoot of your’n tried to kill him! Shot his tail
off, right spang up to the hilt! He cain’t muterlate my animals like this! I’l]
have his heart’s blood!”

And he done a war-dance waving that pigtail and his bowie and cussing
in English and Spanish and Apache Injun all at once.

“You ca’m down, Uncle Jeppard,” I said sternly. “He ain’t got no sense,
and he thought Daniel Webster was a wild boar like they have in Aferker
and England and them foreign places. He didn’t mean no harm.”

“No harm!” said Uncle Jeppard fiercely. “And Daniel Webster with no
more tail onto him than a jackrabbit!”

“Well,” I said, “here’s a five dollar gold piece to pay for the dern hawg’s
tail, and you letJ. Pembroke alone.”

“Gold cain’t satisfy honor,” he said bitterly, but nevertheless grabbing
the coin like a starving man grabbing a beefsteak. “I’ll let this outrage
pass for the time. But I'll be watchin’ that maneyack to see that he don’t
muterlate no more of my prize razorbacks.”

And so saying he went off muttering in his beard.

I went back to where I left J. Pembroke, and there he was talking to Miss
Margaret which had just come up. She had more color in her face than I'd
saw recent.

“Fancy meeting a girl like you here!” Pembroke was saying.
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“No more surprising than meeting a man like you!” says she with a
kind of fluttery laugh.

“Oh, a sportsman wanders into all sorts of out-of-the-way places,”
says he, and seeing they hadn’t noticed me coming up, I says, “Well, J.
Pembroke, I didn’t find yore wild boar, but I met the owner.”

He looked at me kinda blank, and said vaguely, “Wild boar? What wild
boar?”

“That-un you shot the tail off of with that there fool elerfant gun,” I said.
“Listen: next time you see a hawg-critter you remember there ain’t no wild
boars in the Humbolts. They is critters called haverleeners in South Texas,
but they ain’t even none of them in Nevada. So next time you see a2 hawg,
just reflect that it’s merely one of Uncle Jeppard Grimes’ razorbacks and
refrain from shootin’ at it.”

“Oh, quite!” he agreed absently, and started talking to Miss Margaret
again.

So I picked up the elerfant gun which he’d absent-mindedly laid down,
and said, “Well, it’s gittin’ late. Let’s go. We won’t go back to Pap’s cabin
tonight, J. Pembroke. We’ll stay at Uncle Saul Garfield’s cabin on t'other
side of the Apache Mountain settlement.”

As I said, them cabins was awful close together. Uncle Saul’s cabin was
below the settlement, but it warn’t much over three hundred yards from
cousin Bill Kirby’s cabin where Miss Margaret boarded. The other cabins
was on t'other side of Bill’s, mostly, strung out up the run, and up and
down the slopes.

I'toldJ. Pembroke and Miss Margaret to walk on down to the settlement
whilst I went back and got the horses.

They’d got to the settlement time I catched up with ’em, and Miss
Margaret had gone into the Kirby cabin, and I seen a light spring up in her
room. She had one of them new-fangled ile lamps she brung with her, the
only one on Bear Creek. Candles and pine chunks was good enough for
us folks. And she’d hanged rag things over the winders which she called
curtains. You never seen nothing like it. I tell you she was that elegant you
wouldn’t believe it.

We walked on toward Uncle Saul’s, me leading the horses, and after a
while J. Pembroke says, “A wonderful creature!”

“You mean Daniel Webster?” I ast.
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“No!” he said. “No, no. I mean Miss Ashley.”

“She shore is,” I said. “She’ll make me a fine wife.”

He whirled like I'd stabbed him and his face looked pale in the dusk.

“You?” he said. “You a wife?”

“Well,” I said bashfully, “she ain’t sot the day yet, but I've shore sot my
heart on that gal.”

“Oh!” he says. “Oh!” says he, like he had the toothache. Then he said
kinda hesitatingly, “Suppose — er, just suppose, you know! Suppose a rival
for her affections should appear? What would you do?”

“You mean if some dirty, lowdown son of a mangy skunk was to try to
steal my gal?” I said, whirling so sudden he staggered backwards.

“Steal my gal>” I roared, seeing red at the mere thought. “Why, I'd -
rd-”

Words failing me I wheeled and grabbed a good-sized sapling and tore
it up by the roots and broke it acrost my knee and throwed the pieces clean
through a rail fence on the other side of the road.

“That there is a faint idee!” I said, panting with passion.

“That gives me a very good conception,” he said faintly, and he said
nothing more till we reached the cabin and seen Uncle Saul Garfield
standing in the light of the door combing his black beard with his fingers.

Next morning J. Pembroke seemed like he’d kinda lost interest in b’ars.
He said all that walking he done over the slopes of Apache Mountain had
made his laig muscles sore. I never heard of such a thing, but nothing that
gets the matter with these tenderfeet surprises me much, they is such a
effemernate race, so I ast him would he like to go fishing down the run
and he said all right.

But we hadn’t been fishing more’n a hour when he said he believed
he’d go back to Uncle Saul’s cabin and take him a nap, and he insisted on
going alone, so I stayed where I was and ketched me a nice string of trout.

I went back to the cabin about noon, and ast Uncle Saul if . Pembroke
had got his nap out.

“Why, heck,” said Uncle Saul. “I ain’t seen him since you and him
started down the run this mornin’. Wait a minute — yonder he comes from
the other direction.”

Well, J. Pembroke didn’t say where he’d been all morning, and I didn’t
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ast him, because a tenderfoot don’t generally have no reason for anything
he does.

We et the trout I ketched, and after dinner he perked up a right smart
and got his shotgun and said he’d like to hunt some wild turkeys. I never
heard of anybody hunting anything as big as a turkey with a shotgun, but
1 didn’t say nothing, because tenderfeet is like that.

So we headed up the slopes of Apache Mountain, and I stopped by the
schoolhouse to tell Miss Margaret I probably wouldn’t get back in time to
take my reading and writing lesson, and she said, “You know, until I met
your friend, Mr. Pembroke, I didn’t realize what a difference there was
between men like him, and — well, like the men on Bear Creek.”

“I know,” I said. “But don’t hold it agen him. He means well. He just
ain’t got no sense. Everybody cain’t be smart like me. As a special favor
to me, Miss Margaret, I'd like for you to be exter nice to the poor sap,
because he’s a friend of my friend Bill Glanton down to War Paint.”

“Iwill, Breckinridge,” she replied heartily, and I thanked her and went
away with my big manly heart pounding in my gigantic bosom.

Me and J. Pembroke headed into the heavy timber, and we hadn’t went
far dll I was convinced that somebody was follering us. I kept hearing
twigs snapping, and oncet I thought I seen a shadowy figger duck behind
a bush. But when I run back there, it was gone, and no track to show in
the pine needles. That sort of thing would of made me nervous, anywhere
else, because they is a awful lot of people which would like to get a clean
shot at my back from the bresh, but I knowed none of them dast come
after me in my own territory. If anybody was trailing us it was bound to be
one of my relatives and to save my neck I couldn’t think of no reason why
any one of 'em would be gunning for me.

But I got tired of it, and left J. Pembroke in a small glade while I snuck
back to do some shaddering of my own. I aimed to cast a big circle around
the opening and see could I find out who it was, but I'd hardly got out of
sight of . Pembroke when I heard a gun bang.

I turned to run back and here come J. Pembroke yelling, “I got him! I
got him! I winged the bally aborigine!”

He had his head down as he busted through the bresh and he run into
me in his excitement and hit me in the belly with his head so hard he
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bounced back like a rubber ball and landed in a bush with his riding boots
brandishing wildly in the air.

“Assist me, Breckinridge!” he shrieked. “Extricate me! They will be hot
on our trail!”

“Who?” I demanded, hauling him out by the hind laig and setting him
on his feet.

“The Indians!” he hollered, jumping up and down and waving his
smoking shotgun frantically. “The bally redskins! I shot one of them! I
saw him sneaking through the bushes! I saw his legs! I know it was an
Indian because he had on moccasins instead of boots! Listen! That’s him
now!”

“A Injun couldn’t cuss like that,” I said. “You've shot Uncle Jeppard
Grimes!”

Telling him to stay there, I run through the bresh, guided by the maddened
howls which riz horribly on the air, and busting through some bushes I
seen Uncle Jeppard rolling on the ground with both hands clasped to
the rear bosom of his buckskin britches which was smoking freely. His
langwidge was awful to hear.

“Air you in misery, Uncle Jeppard?” I inquired solicitously. This evoked
another ear-splitting squall.

“I’m writhin’ in my death throes,” he says in horrible accents, “and you
stands there and mocks my mortal agony! My own blood kin!” he says.
“#$%8&*?@¢!” says Uncle Jeppard with passion.

“Aw,” [ says, “that there bird-shot wouldn’t hurt a flea. It cain’t be very
deep under yore thick old hide. Lie on yore belly, Uncle Jeppard,” I said,
stropping my bowie on my boot, “and I’ll dig out them shot for you.”

“Don’t tech me!” he said fiercely, painfully climbing onto his feet.
“Where’s my rifle-gun? Gimme it! Now then, I demands that you bring
that English murderer here where I can git a clean lam at him! The Grimes
honor is besmirched and my new britches is rooint. Nothin’ but blood can
wipe out the stain on the family honor!”

“Well,” I said, “you hadn’t no business sneakin’ around after us
thataway —”

Here Uncle Jeppard give tongue to loud and painful shrieks.

“Why shouldn’t I?” he howled. “Ain’t a man got no right to pertect his
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own property? I was follerin’ him to see that he didn’t shoot no more tails
offa my hawgs. And now he shoots me in the same place! He’s a fiend in
human form — a monster which stalks ravelin’ through these hills bustin’
for the blood of the innercent!”

“Aw, J. Pembroke thought you was a Injun,” I said.

“He thought Daniel Webster was a wild wart hawg,” gibbered Uncle
Jeppard. “He thought I was Geronimo. I reckon he’ll massacre the entire
population of Bear Creek under a misapprehension, and you’ll uphold
and defend him! When the cabins of yore kinfolks is smolderin’ ashes,
smothered in the blood of yore own relatives, I hope you’ll be satisfied —
bringin’ a foreign assassin into a peaceful community!”

Here Uncle Jeppard’s emotions choked him, and he chawed his whisk-
ers and then yanked out the five-dollar gold piece I give him for Daniel
Webster’s tail, and throwed it at me.

“Take back yore filthy lucre,” he said bitterly. “The day of retribution is
close onto hand, Breckinridge Elkins, and the Lord of battles shall jedge
between them which turns agen their kinfolks in their extremerties!”

“In their which?” I says, but he merely snarled and went limping off
through the trees, calling back over his shoulder, “They is still men on
Bear Creek which will see justice did for the aged and helpless. I'll git that
English murderer if it’s the last thing I do, and you’ll be sorry you stood
up for him, you big lunkhead!”

I went back to where J. Pembroke was waiting bewilderedly, and
evidently still expecting a tribe of Injuns to bust out of the bresh and
sculp him, and I said in disgust, “Let’s go home. Tomorrer I'll take you
so far away from Bear Creek you can shoot in any direction without hittin’
a prize razorback or a antiquated gunman with a ingrown disposition.
When Uncle Jeppard Grimes gits mad enough to throw away money, it’s
time to ile the Winchesters and strap your scabbard-ends to yore laigs.”

“Legs?” he said mistily. “But what about the Indian?”

“There warn’t no Injun, gol-dern it!” I howled. “They ain’t been any on
Bear Creek for four or five year. They — aw, hell! What’s the use? Come
on. It’s gittin’ late. Next time you see somethin’ you don’t understand, ast
me before you shoot it. And remember, the more ferocious and woolly it
looks, the more likely it is to be a leadin’ citizen of Bear Creek.”

It was dark when we approached Uncle Saul’s cabin, and J. Pembroke
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glanced back up the road, toward the settlement, and said, “My word, is it
a political rally? Look! A torchlight parade!”

I looked, and I said, “Quick! Git into the cabin and stay there!”

He turned pale, but said, “If there is danger, I insist on —”

“Insist all you dern please,” I said. “But git in that house and stay there.
I’ll handle this. Uncle Saul, see he gits in there.”

Uncle Saul is a man of few words. He taken a firm grip on his pipe
stem and grabbed J. Pembroke by the neck and the seat of the britches and
throwed him bodily into the cabin, and shet the door, and sot down on the
stoop.

“They ain’t no use in you gittin’ mixed up in this, Uncle Saul,” I said.

“You got yore faults, Breckinridge,” he grunted. “You ain’t got much
sense, but yere my favorite sister’s son — and I ain’t forgot that lame mule
Jeppard traded me for a sound animal back in *69. Let ’em come!”

They come all right, and surged up in front of the cabin — Jeppard’s boys
Jack and Buck and Esau and Joash and Polk County. And Erath Elkins, and
a mob of Gordons and Buckners and Polks, all more or less kin to me,
except Joe Braxton who wasn’t kin to any of us, but didn’t like me because
he was sweet on Miss Margaret. But Uncle Jeppard warn’t with ’em. Some
had torches and Polk County Grimes had a rope with a noose in it.

“Where-at air you all goin’ with that there lariat?” I ast them sternly,
planting my enormous bulk in their path.

“Perjuice the scoundrel!” said Polk County, waving his rope around his
head. “Bring out the foreign invader which shoots hawgs and defenseless
old men from the bresh!”

“What you aim to do?” I inquired.

“We aim to hang him!” they replied with hearty enthusiasm.

Uncle Saul knocked the ashes out ofhis pipe and stood up and stretched
his arms which looked like knotted oak limbs, and he grinned in his black
beard like a old timber wolf, and he says, “Whar is dear cousin Jeppard to
speak for hisself?”

“Uncle Jeppard was havin’ the shot picked outa his hide when we left,”
says Joel Gordon. “He’ll be along directly. Breckinridge, we don’t want no
trouble with you, but we aims to have that Englishman.”
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“Well,” I snorted, “you all cain’t. Bill Glanton is trustin’ me to return
him whole of body and limb, and - ”

“What you want to waste time in argyment for, Breckinridge?” Uncle
Saul reproved mildly. “Don’t you know it’s a plumb waste of time to try to
reason with the offspring of a lame-mule trader?”

“What would you suggest, old man?” sneeringly remarked Polk County.

Uncle Saul beamed on him benevolently, and said gently, “I'd try moral
suasion — like this!” And he hit Polk County under the jaw and knocked
him clean acrost the yard into a rain barrel amongst the ruins of which he
reposed until he was rescued and revived some hours later.

But they was no stopping Uncle Saul oncet he took the warpath. No
sooner had he disposed of Polk County than he jumped seven foot into
the air, cracked his heels together three times, give the rebel yell and come
down with his arms around the necks of Esau Grimes and Joe Braxton,
which he went to the earth with and starting mopping up the cabin yard
with ’em.

That started the fight, and they is no scrap in the world where mayhem
is committed as free and fervent as in one of these here family rukuses.

Polk County had hardly crashed into the rain barrel when Jack Grimes
stuck a pistol in my face. I slapped it aside just as he fired and the bullet
missed me and taken a ear offa Jim Gordon. I was scared Jack would hurt
somebody if he kept on shooting reckless that way, so I kinda rapped him
with my left fist and how was I to know it would dislocate his jaw. But Jim
Gordon seemed to think I was to blame about his ear because he give a
maddened howl and jerked up his shotgun and let bam with both barrels. I
ducked just in time to keep from getting my head blowed off, and catched
most of the double charge in my shoulder, whilst the rest hived in the seat
of Steve Kirby’s britches. Being shot that way by a relative was irritating,
but I controlled my temper and merely taken the gun away from Jim and
splintered the stock over his head.

In the meantime Joel Gordon and Buck Grimes had grabbed one of my
laigs apiece and was trying to rassle me to the earth, and Joash Grimes
was trying to hold down my right arm, and cousin Pecos Buckner was
beating me over the head from behind with a ax handle, and Erath Elkins
was coming at me from the front with a bowie knife. I reached down and
got Buck Grimes by the neck with my left hand, and I swung my right and

74




War on Bear Creek

hit Erath with it, but I had to lift Joash clean off his feet and swing him
around with the lick, because he wouldn’t let go, so I only knocked Erath
through the rail fence which was around Uncle Saul’s garden.

About this time I found my left laig was free and discovered that Buck
Grimes was unconscious, so I let go of his neck and begun to kick around
with my left laig and it ain’t my fault if the spur got tangled up in Uncle
Jonathan Polk’s whiskers and jerked most of ’em out by the roots. I shaken
Joash off and taken the ax handle away from Pecos because I seen he was
going to hurt somebody if he kept on swinging it around so reckless, and I
dunno why he blames me because his skull got fractured when he hit that
tree. He oughta look where he falls when he gets throwed across a cabin
yard. And if Joel Gordon hadn’t been so stubborn trying to gouge me he
wouldn’t of got his laig broke neither.

I was handicapped by not wanting to kill any of my kinfolks, but they
was so mad they all wanted to kill me, so in spite of my carefulness the
casualties was increasing at a rate which would of discouraged anybody
but Bear Creek folks. But they are the stubbornnest people in the world.
Three or four had got me around the laigs again, refusing to be convinced
thatI couldn’t be throwed that way, and Erath Elkins, having pulled hisself
out of the ruins of the fence, come charging back with his bowie.

By this time I seen I'd have to use violence in spite of myself, so I
grabbed Erath and squoze him with a grizzly hug and that was when he
got them five ribs caved in, and he ain’t spoke to me since. I never seen
such a cuss for taking offense over trifles.

For a matter of fact, if he hadn’t been so bodaciously riled up — if he had
of kept his head like I did — be would seen how kindly I felt toward him,
even in the fever of that there battle. If I had dropped him underfoot he
might have been tromped on fatally for I was kicking folks right and left
without caring where they fell. So I carefully flung Erath out of the range
of that ruckus — and if he thinks I aimed him at Ozark Grimes and his
pitchfork — well, I just never done it. It was Ozark’s fault more than mine
for toting that pitchfork, and it ought to be Ozark that Erath cusses when
he starts to sit down these days.

Itwas at this moment that somebody swung at me with a ax and ripped
my ear nigh offa my head, and I begun to lose my temper. Four or five other
relatives was kicking and hitting and biting at me all at oncet, and they is
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a limit even to my timid manners and mild nature. [ voiced my displeasure
with a beller of wrath, and lashed out with both fists, and my misguided
relatives fell all over the yard like persimmons after a frost. I grabbed Joash
Grimes by the ankles and begun to knock them ill-advised idjits in the head
with him, and the way he hollered you’d of thought somebody was man-
handling him. The yard was beginning to look like a battlefield when the
cabin door opened and a deluge of b’iling water descended on us.

I got about a gallon down my neck, but paid very little attention to it,
however the others ceased hostilities and started rolling on the ground
and hollering and cussing, and Uncle Saul riz up from amongst the ruins
of Esau Grimes and Joe Braxton, and bellered, “Woman! What air you at?”

Aunt Zavalla Garfield was standing in the doorway with a kettle in her
hand, and she said, “Will you idjits stop fightin’? The Englishman’s gone.
He run out the back door when the fightin’ started, saddled his nag and
pulled out. Now will you born fools stop, or will I give you another deluge?
Land save us! What'’s that light?”

Somebody was yelling toward the settlement, and 1 was aware of a
peculiar glow which didn’t come from such torches as was still burning.
And here come Medina Kirby, one of Bill’s gals, yelping like a Comanche.

“Our cabin’s burnin’!” she squalled. “A stray bullet went through the
winder and busted Miss Margaret’s ile lamp!”

With a yell of dismay I abandoned the fray and headed for Bill’s cabin,
follered by everybody which was able to foller me. They had been several
wild shots fired during the melee and one of ’em must have hived in Miss
Margaret’s winder. The Kirbys had dragged most of their belongings into
the yard and some was bringing water from the creek, but the whole cabin
was in a blaze by now.

“Whar’s Miss Margaret?” I roared.

“She must be still in there!” shrilled Miss Kirby. “A beam fell and
wedged her door so we couldn’t open it, and —”

I grabbed a blanket one of the gals had rescued and plunged it into
the rain barrel and run for Miss Margaret’s room. They wasn’t but one
door in it, which led into the main part of the cabin, and was jammed like
they said, and [ knowed I couldn’t never get my shoulders through either
winder, so I just put down my head and rammed the wall full force and

76




War on Bear Creek
knocked four or five logs outa place and made a hole big enough to go
through.

The room was so full of smoke I was nigh blinded but I made out a
figger fumbling at the winder on the other side. A flaming beam fell outa
the roof and broke acrost my head with a loud reportand abouta bucketful
of coals rolled down the back of my neck, butI paid no heed.

I charged through the smoke, nearly fracturing my shin on a bedstead
or something, and enveloped the figger in the wet blanket and swept it up
in my arms. It kicked wildly and fought and though its voice was muffled in
the blanket I ketched some words I never would of thought Miss Margaret
would use, but I figgered she was hysterical. She seemed to be wearing
spurs, too, because I felt ’em every time she kicked.

By this time the room was a perfect blaze and the roof was falling in
and we’d both been roasted if I'd tried to get back to the hole I knocked in
the oppersite wall. So I lowered my head and butted my way through the
near wall, getting all my eyebrows and hair burnt off in the process, and
come staggering through the ruins with my precious burden and fell into
the arms of my relatives which was thronged outside.

“I've saved her!” 1 panted. “Pull off the blanket! Yo’re safe, Miss
Margaret!”

“#$%&*?@¢!” said Miss Margaret, and Uncle Saul groped under the
blanketand said, “By golly, if this is the teacher she’s growed a remarkable
set of whiskers since I seen her last!”

He yanked off the blanket — to reveal the bewhiskered countenance of
Uncle Jeppard Grimes!

“Hell’s fire!” I bellered. “What you doin’ here?”

“Iwas comin’ to jine the lynchin’, you blame fool!” he snarled. “I seen
Bill’s cabin was afire so I clumb in through the back winder to save Miss
Margaret. She was gone, but they was a note she’d left. I was fixin’ to climb
out the winder when this maneyack grabbed me.”

“Gimme that note!” I bellered, grabbing it. “Medina! Come here and
read it for me.”

That note run:

Dear Breckinridge: I am sorry, but [ can’t stay on Bear Creek any longer. It was tough
enough anyway, but being expected to marry you was the last straw. You've been very
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kind to me, but it would be too much like marrying a grizzly bear. Please forgive me.
I am eloping with J. Pembroke Pemberton. We're going out the back window to avoid
any trouble, and ride away on his horse. Give my love to the children. We are going
to Europe on our honeymoon.

With love,

Margaret Ashley.

“Now what you got to say?” sneered Uncle Jeppard.

“I'm a victim of foreign entanglements,” I said dazedly. “I'm goin’ to
chaw Bill Glanton’s ears off for saddlin’ that critter on me. And then I'm
goin’ to lick me a Englishman if I have to go all the way to Californy to
find one.”

Which same is now my aim, object and ambition. This Englishman
took my girl and ruined my education, and filled my neck and spine with
burns and bruises. A Elkins never forgets — and the next one that pokes
his nose into the Bear Creek country had better be a fighting fool or a
powerful fast runner.
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The reason I despises tarantulas, stinging lizards, and hydrophobia
skunks is because they reminds me so much of Aunt Lavaca, which my
Uncle Jacob Grimes married in a absent-minded moment, when he was
old enough to know better.

That there woman'’s voice plumb puts my teeth on aidge, and it has the
same effect on my horse, Cap’n Kidd, which don’t generally shy at nothing
less’n a rattlesnake. So when she stuck her head out of her cabin as I was
riding by and yelled “Breckinri-i-idge,” Cap’n Kidd jumped straight up in
the air, and then tried to buck me off.

“Stop tormentin’ that pore animal and come here,” Aunt Lavaca com-
manded, whilst I was fighting for my life against Cap’n Kidd’s spine-
twisting sun-fishing. “I never see such a cruel, worthless, no-good —”

She kept right on yapping away until I finally wore him down and reined
up alongside the cabin stoop and said, “What you want, Aunt Lavaca?”

She give me a scornful snort, and put her hands onto her hips and
glared at me like I was something she didn’t like the smell of.

“I'want you should go git yore Uncle Jacob and bring him home,” she
said at last. “He’s off on one of his idiotic prospectin’ sprees again. He
snuck out before daylight with the bay mare and a pack-mule — I wisht I'd
woke up and caught him. I’d of fixed him! If you hustle you can catch him
this side of Haunted Mountain Gap. You bring him back if you have to
lasso him and tie him to his saddle. Old fool! Off huntin’ gold when they’s
work to be did in the alfalfa fields. Says he ain’t no farmer. Huh! I ’low I'll
make a farmer outa him yet. You git goin’.”

“But I ain’t got time to go chasin’ Uncle Jacob all over Haunted
Mountain,” I protested. “I'm headin’ for the rodeo over to Chawed Ear.
I’'m goin’ to win me a prize bull-doggin’ some steers —”

“Bull-doggin’!” she snapped. “A fine ockerpashun! Gwan, you worth-
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less loafer! I ain’t goin’ to stand here all day argyin’ with a big ninny like
you be. Of all the good-for-nothin’, triflin’, lunkheaded —”

When Aunt Lavaca starts in like that you might as well travel. She can
talk steady for three days and nights without repeating herself, her voice
getting louder and shriller all the time till it nigh splits a body’s eardrums.
She was still yelling at me as I rode up the trail toward Haunted Mountain
Gap, and I could hear her long after I couldn’t see her no more.

Pore Uncle Jacob! He never had much luck prospecting, but trailing
around through the mountains with a jackass is a lot better’n listening to
Aunt Lavaca. A jackass’s voice is mild and soothing alongside of hers.

Some hours later I was climbing the long rise that led up to the Gap,
and I realized I had overtook the old coot when something went ping! up
on the slope, and my hat flew off. I quick reined Cap’n Kidd behind a
clump of bresh, and looked up toward the Gap, and seen a pack-mule’s
rear end sticking out of a cluster of boulders.

“You quit that shootin’ at me, Uncle Jacob!” I roared.

“You stay whar you be,” his voice come back, sharp as a razor. “I know
Lavacky sent you after me, butI ain’t goin’ home. I’'m onto somethin’ big
at last, and I don’t aim to be interfered with.”

“What you mean?” I demanded.

“Keep back or I’ll ventilate you,” he promised. “I'm goin’ for the Lost
Haunted Mine.”

“You been huntin’ that thing for thirty years,” I snorted.

“This time I finds it,” he says. “I bought a map off’n a drunk Mex down
to Perdition. One of his ancestors was a Injun which helped pile up the
rocks to hide the mouth of the cave where itis.”

“Why didn’t he go find it and git the gold?” I asked.

“He’s skeered of ghosts,” said Uncle Jacob. “All Mexes is awful super-
stitious. This-un ’ud ruther set and drink, nohow. They’s millions in gold
in that there mine. I'll shoot you before I’ll go home. Now will you go on
back peaceable, or will you throw in with me? I might need you, in case
the pack-mule plays out.”

“I'll come with you,” I said, impressed. “Maybe you have got somethin’,
at that. Put up yore Winchester. I'm comin’.”

He emerged from his rocks, a skinny leathery old cuss, and he said,
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“What about Lavacky? If you don’t come back with me, she’ll foller us
herself. She’s that strong-minded.”

“I’ll leave a note for her,” I said. “Joe Hopkins always comes down
through the Gap onct a week on his way to Chawed Ear. He’s due through
here today. I'll stick the note on a tree, where he’ll see it and take it to her.”

I had a pencil stub in my saddlebag, and I tore a piece of wrapping
paper oft’n a can of tomaters Uncle Jacob had in his pack, and I writ:

Dere Ant Lavaca: I am takin uncle Jacob way up in the mountins dont try to foler us
it wont do no good gold is what Im after. Breckinridge.

I folded it and writ on the outside:

Dere Joe: pleeze take this here note to Miz Lavaca Grimes on the Chawed Ear rode.

Then me and Uncle Jacob sot out for the higher ranges, and he started
telling me all about the Lost Haunted Mine again, like he’d already did
about forty times before. Seems like they was onct a old prospector which
stumbled onto a cave about fifty years before then, which the walls was
solid gold and nuggets all over the floor till a body couldn’t walk, as big
as mushmelons. But the Indians jumped him and run him out and he got
lost and nearly starved in the desert, and went crazy. When he come to
a settlement and finally regained his mind, he tried to lead a party back
to it, but never could find it. Uncle Jacob said the Indians had took rocks
and bresh and hid the mouth of the cave so nobody could tell it was there.
I asked him how he knowed the Indians done that and he said it was
common knowledge. Any fool oughta know that’s just what they done.

“This here mine,” says Uncle Jacob, “is located in a hidden valley which
lies away up amongst the high ranges. I ain’t never seen it, and I thought
I’d explored these mountains plenty. Ain’t nobody more familiar with ’em
than me except old Joshua Braxton. But it stands to reason that the cave
is awful hard to find, or somebody’d already found it. Accordin’ to this
here map, that lost valley must lie just beyond Apache Canyon. Ain’t many
whitemen knows whar that is, even. We’re headin’ there.”

We had left the Gap far behind us, and was moving along the slanting
side of a sharp-angled crag whilst he was talking. As we passed it, we seen
two figgers with horses emerge from the other side, heading in the same
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direction we was, so our trails converged. Uncle Jacob glared and reached
for his Winchester.

“Who’s that?” he snarled.

“The big un’s Bill Glanton,” I said. “I never seen t’other’n.”

“And nobody else, outside of a freak museum,” growled Uncle Jacob.

This other feller was a funny-looking little maverick, with laced boots
and a cork sun helmet and big spectacles. He sot his horse like he thought
it was a rockingchair, and held his reins like he was trying to fish with
’em. Glanton hailed us. He was from Texas, original, and was rough in his
speech and free with his weapons, but me and him had always got along
very well.

“Where you all goin’?” demanded Uncle Jacob.

“I am Professor Van Brock, of New York,” said the tenderfoot, whilst
Bill was getting rid of his tobaccer wad. “I have employed Mr. Glanton,
here, to guide me up into the mountains. I am on the track of a tribe
of aborigines, which, according to fairly well substantiated rumor, have
inhabited the Haunted Mountains since time immemorial.”

“Lissen here, you four-eyed runt,” said Uncle Jacob in wrath, “are you
givin’ me the horse laugh?”

“Iassure you that equine levity is the furthest thing from my thoughts,”
says Van Brock. “Whilst touring the country, in the interests of science,
I heard the rumors to which I have referred. In a village possessing the
singular appellation of Chawed Ear, I met an aged prospector who told
me that he had seen one of the aborigines, clad in the skin of a wild
animal and armed with a bludgeon. The wildman, he said, emitted a most
peculiar and piercing cry when sighted, and fled into the recesses of the
hills. I am confident that it is some survivor of a pre-Indian race, and I am
determined to investigate.”

“They ain’t no such critter in these hills,” snorted Uncle Jacob. “I've
roamed all over ’em for thirty year, and I ain’t seen no wildman.”

“Well,” says Glanton, “they’s somethin’ onnatural up there, because I
been hearin’ some funny yarns myself. I never thought I’d be huntin’
wildmen,” he says, “but since that hash slinger in Perdition turned me
down to elope with a travelin’ salesman, I welcomes the chance to lose
myself in the mountains and forgit the perfidy of womenkind. What you
all doin’ up here? Prospectin’?” he said, glancing at the tools on the mule.
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“Not in earnest,” said Uncle Jacob hurriedly. “We’re just kinda whilin’
away our time. They ain’t no gold in these mountains.”

“Folks says that Lost Haunted Mine is up here somewhere,” said
Glanton.

“A pack of lies,” snorted Uncle Jacob, busting into a sweat. “Ain’t no
such mine. Well, Breckinridge, let’s be shovin’. Got to make Antelope
Peak before sundown.”

“I thought we was goin’ to Apache Canyon,” I says, and he give me a
awful glare, and said, “Yes, Breckinridge, that’s right, Antelope Peak, just
like you said. So long, gents.”

“So long,” said Glanton.

So we turned off the trail almost at right angles to our course, me
follering Uncle Jacob bewilderedly. When we was out of sight of the others,
he reined around again.

“When Nature give you the body of a giant, Breckinridge,” he said, “she
plumb forgot to give you any brains to go along with yore muscles. You
want everybody to know what we’re lookin’ for?”

“Aw,” I said, “them fellers is just lookin’ for wildmen.”

“Wildmen!” he snorted. “They don’t have to go no further'n Chawed
Ear on payday night to find more wildmen than they could handle. I
ain’t swallerin’ no such stuff. Gold is what they’re after, I tell you. I seen
Glanton talkin’ to that Mex in Perdition the day I bought that map from
him. I believe they either got wind of that mine, or know I got that map,
or both.”

“What you goin’ to do?” I asked him.

“Head for Apache Canyon by another trail,” he said.

So we done so and arriv there after night, him not willing to stop till we
got there. It was deep, with big high cliffs cut with ravines and gulches
here and there, and very wild in appearance. We didn’t descend into the
canyon that night, but camped on a plateau above it. Uncle Jacob ’lowed
we’d begin exploring next morning. He said they was lots of caves in the
canyon, and he’d been in all of’em. He said he hadn’t never found nothing
except b’ars and painters and rattlesnakes; but he believed one of them
caves went on through into another, hidden canyon, and there was where
the gold was at.
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Next morning I was awoke by Uncle Jacob shaking me, and his whiskers
was curling with rage.

“What’s the matter?” I demanded, setting up and pulling my guns.

“They’re here!” he squalled. “Dawgone it, I suspected ’em all the time!
Git up, you big lunk. Don’t set there gawpin’ with a gun in each hand like
a idjit! They’re here, I tell you!”

“Who’s here?” I asked.

“That dern tenderfoot and his cussed Texas gunfighter,” snarled Uncle
Jacob. “I was up just at daylight, and purty soon I seen a wisp of smoke
curlin’ up from behind a big rock t’other side of the flat. I snuck over there,
and there was Glanton fryin’ bacon, and Van Brock was pertendin’ to be
lookin’ at some flowers with a magnifyin’ glass — the blame’ fake. He ain’t
no perfessor. [ bet he’s a derned crook. They're follerin’ us. They aim to
murder us and rob us of my map.”

“Aw, Glanton wouldn’tdo that,” I said. And Uncle Jacob said, “You shet
up! A man will do anything whar gold is consarned. Dang it all, git up and
do somethin’! Air you goin’ to set there, you big lummox, and let us git
murdered in our sleep?”

That’s the trouble of being the biggest man in yore clan; the rest of the
family always dumps all the onpleasant jobs onto yore shoulders. I pulled
on my boots and headed across the flat, with Uncle Jacob’s war-songs
ringing in my ears, and I didn’t notice whether he was bringing up the
rear with his Winchester or not.

They was a scattering of trees on the flat, and about halfway across a
figger emerged from amongst them, headed my direction with fire in his
eye. It was Glanton.

“So, you big mountain grizzly,” he greeted me rambunctiously, “you
was goin’ to Antelope Peak, hey? Kinda got off the road, didn’t you? Oh,
we’re on to you, we are!”

“What you mean?” I demanded. He was acting like he was the one
which oughta feel righteously indignant, instead of me.

“You know what I mean!” he says, frothing slightly at the mouth. “I
didn’tbelieve it when Van Brock first said he suspicioned you, even though
you hombres did act funny yesterday when we metyou on the trail. But this
mornin’ when I glimpsed yore fool Uncle Jacob spyin’ on our camp, and
then seen him sneakin’ off through the bresh, I knowed Van Brock was
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right. Yo’re after what we’re after, and you all resorts to dirty onderhanded
tactics. Does you deny yo're after the same thing we are?”

“Naw, [ don’t,” I said. “Uncle Jacob’s got more right to it than you all.
And when you says we uses underhanded tricks, yo’re a liar.”

“That settles it!” gnashed he. “Go for yore gun!”

“I don’t want to perforate you,” I growled.

“I ain’t hankerin’ to conclude yore mortal career,” he admitted. “But
Haunted Mountain ain’t big enough for both of us. Take off yore guns and
I’ll maul the livin’ daylights outa you, big as you be.”

Tunbuckled my gunbelt and hung it on a limb, and he laid oft his’n, and
hit me in the stummick and on the ear and in the nose, and then he socked
me in the jaw and knocked out a tooth. This made me mad, so I taken him
by the neck and throwed him against the ground so hard it jolted all the
wind outa him. I then sot on him and started banging his head against a
convenient boulder, and his cussing was terrible to hear.

“If you all had acted like whitemen,” I gritted, “we’d of give you a share
in that there mine.”

“What you talkin’ about?” he gurgled, trying to haul his bowie out of
his boot which I had my knee on.

“The Lost Haunted Mine, of course,” I snarled, getting a fresh grip on
his ears.

“Hold on,” he protested. “You mean you all are just lookin’ for gold?
On the level?”

I was so astonished I quit hammering his skull against the rock.

“Why, what else?” [ demanded. “Ain’t you all follerin’ us to steal Uncle
Jacob’s map which shows where at the mine is hid?”

“Git offa me,” he snorted disgustfully, taking advantage of my surprise
to push me off. “Hell!” he said, starting to knock the dust offa his britches.
“I might of knowed that tenderfoot was wool gatherin’. After we seen you
all yesterday, and he heard you mention ‘Apache Canyon’ he told me he
believed you was follerin’ us. He said that yarn about prospectin’ was just
a blind. He said he believed you was workin’ for a rival scientific society to
git ahead of us and capture that there wildman yoreselves.”

“What?” I said. “You mean that wildman yarn is straight?”

“So far as we’re consarned,” said Bill. “Prospectors is been tellin’ some
onusual stories about Apache Canyon. Well, I laughed at him at first, but
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he kept on usin’ so many .45-caliber words that he got me to believin’ it
might be so. ’Cause, after all, here was me guidin’ a tenderfoot on the trail
of a wildman, and they wasn’t no reason to think you and Jacob Grimes
was any more sensible than me.

“Then, this mornin’ when I seen Jacob peekin’ at me from the bresh,
I decided Van Brock must be right. You all hadn’t never went to Antelope
Peak. The more I thought it over, the more sartain I was that you was
follerin’ us to steal our wildman, so I started over to have a showdown.”

“Well,” I said, “we’ve reached a understandin’ at last. You don’t want
our mine, and we shore don’t want yore wildman. They’s plenty of them
amongst my relatives on Bear Creek. Le’s git Van Brock and lug him over
to our camp and explain things to him and my weak-minded uncle.”

“All right,” said Glanton, buckling on his guns. “Hey, what’s that?”

From down in the canyon come a yell, “Help! Aid! Assistance!”

“It’s Van Brock!” yelped Glanton. “He’s wandered down into the canyon
by hisself! Come on!”

Right near their camp they was a ravine leading down to the floor of the
canyon. We pelted down that at full speed, and emerged near the wall of
the cliffs. They was the black mouth of a cave showing nearby, in a kind of
cleft, and just outside this cleft Van Brock was staggering around, yowling
like a hound dawg with his tail caughtin the door.

His cork helmet was laying on the ground all bashed outa shape, and
his specs was lying near it. He had a knob on his head as big as a turnip
and he was doing a kind of ghost dance or something all over the place.

He couldn’t see very good without his specs, ’cause when he sighted
us he give a shriek and started legging it for the other end of the canyon,
seeming to think we was more enemies. Not wanting to indulge in no
sprint in that heat, Bill shot a heel offa his boot, and that brung him down
squalling blue murder.

“Help!” he shrieked. “Mr. Glanton! Help! I am being attacked! Help!”

“Aw, shet up,” snorted Bill. “I’'m Glanton. Yo’re all right. Give him his
specs, Breck. Now what’s the matter?”

He put ’em on, gasping for breath, and staggered up, wild-eyed, and
p’inted at the cave and hollered, “The wildman! I saw him, as I descended
into the canyon on a private exploring expedition! A giant with a panther
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skin about his waist, and a club in his hand. He dealt me a murderous
blow with the bludgeon when I sought to apprehend him, and fled into
that cavern. He should be arrested!”

I looked into the cave. It was too dark to see anything except for a
hoot-owl.

“He must of saw somethin’, Breck,” said Glanton, hitching his gun
harness. “Somethin’ shore cracked him on the conk. I've been hearin’
some queer tales about this canyon, myself. Maybe I better sling some
lead in there -7

“No, no, no!” broke in Van Brock. “We must capture him alive!”

“What’s goin’ on here?” said a voice, and we turned to see Uncle Jacob
approaching with his Winchester in his hands.

“Everything’s all right, Uncle Jacob,” I said. “They don’t want yore
mine. They’re after the wildman, like they said, and we got him cornered
in that there cave.”

“All right, huh?” he snorted. “I reckon you thinks it’s all right for you
to waste yore time with such dern foolishness when you oughta be helpin’
me look for my mine. A big help you be!”

“Where was you whilst I was argyin’ with Bill here?” I demanded.

“I knowed you could handle the sityation, so I started explorin’ the
canyon,” he said. “Come on, we got work to do.”

“But the wildman!” cried Van Brock. “Your nephew would be invaluable
in securing the specimen. Think of science! Think of progress! Think
of -”

“Think of a striped skunk!” snorted Uncle Jacob. “Breckinridge, air you
comin’?”

“Aw, shet up,” I said disgustedly. “You both make me tired. I'm goin’
in there and run that wildman out, and Bill, you shoot him in the hind laig
as he comes out, so’s we can catch him and tie him up.”

“But you left yore guns hangin’ onto that limb up on the plateau,”
objected Glanton.

“I don’t need ’em,” I said. “Didn’t you hear Van Brock say we was to
catch him alive? If I started shootin’ in the dark I might rooin him.”

“All right,” says Bill, cocking his six-shooters. “Go ahead. I figger yo're
a match for any wildman that ever come down the pike.”

So I went into the cleft and entered the cave, and it was dark as all get-
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out. I groped my way along and discovered the main tunnel split into two,
so I taken the biggest one. It seemed to get darker the further I went, and
purty soon I bumped into something big and hairy and it went “Wump!”
and grabbed me.

Thinks I, it’s the wildman, and he’s on the warpath. We waded into
each other and tumbled around on the rocky floor in the dark, biting and
mauling and tearing. I'm the biggest and the fightingest man on Bear
Creek, which is famed far and wide for its ringtailed scrappers, but this
wildman shore give me my hands full. He was the biggest hairiest critter
[ ever laid hands on, and he had more teeth and talons than I thought a
human could possibly have. He chawed me with vigor and enthusiasm,
and he waltzed up and down my frame free and hearty, and swept the floor
with me till I was groggy.

For a while I thought I was going to give up the ghost, and I thought
with despair of how humiliated my relatives on Bear Creek would be to
hear their champion battler had been clawed to death by a wildman in a
cave.

That made me plumb ashamed for weakening, and the socks I give
him ought to of laid out any man, wild or tame, to say nothing of the
pile-driver kicks in his belly, and butting him with my head so he gasped.
I got what felt like a ear in my mouth and commenced chawing on it, and
presently, what with this and other mayhem I committed on him, he give a
most inhuman squall and bust away and went lickety-split for the outside
world.

I riz up and staggered after him, hearing a wild chorus of yells break
forth outside, but no shots. I bust out into the open, bloody all over, and
my clothes hanging in tatters.

“Where is he?” I hollered. “Did you let him git away?”

“Who?” said Glanton, coming out from behind a boulder, whilst Van
Brock and Uncle Jacob dropped down out of a tree nearby.

“The wildman, damn it!” I roared.

“We ain’t seen no wildman,” said Glanton.

“Well, what was that thing I just run outa the cave?” I hollered.

“That was a grizzly b’ar,” said Glanton.

“Yeah,” sneered Uncle Jacob, “and thatwas Van Brock’s ‘wildman’! And
now, Breckinridge, if yo’re through playin’, we’ll - ”
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“No, no!” hollered Van Brock, jumping up and down. “It was a human
being which smote me and fled into the cavern. Not a bear! It is still in
there somewhere, unless there is another exit to the cavern.”

“Well, he ain’t in there now,” said Uncle Jacob, peering into the mouth
of the cave. “Not even a wildman would run into a grizzly’s cave, or if he
did, he wouldn’t stay long — ooomp!”

A rock come whizzing out of the cave and hit Uncle Jacob in the belly,
and he doubled up on the ground.

“Aha!” I roared, knocking up Glanton’s ready six-shooter. “I know!
They’s two tunnels in here. He’s in that smaller cave. [ went into the
wrong one! Stay here, you all, and gimme room! This time I gets him!”

With that I rushed into the cave mouth again, disregarding some more
rocks which emerged, and plunged into the smaller opening. It was dark
as pitch, but I seemed to be running along a narrer tunnel, and ahead of
me I heered bare feet pattering on the rock. I follered ’em at full lope, and
presently seen a faint hint of light. The next minute I rounded a turn and
come out into a wide place, which was lit by a shaft of light coming in
through a cleft in the wall, some yards up. In the light I seen a fantastic
figger climbing up on a ledge, trying to reach that cleft.

“Come down offa that!” I thundered, and give a leap and grabbed the
ledge by one hand and hung on, and reached for his legs with t'other
hand. He give a squall as I grabbed his ankle and splintered his club over
my head. The force of the lick broke off the lip of the rock ledge I was
holding to, and we crashed to the floor together, because I didn’t let loose
of him. Fortunately, I hit the rock floor headfirst which broke my fall and
kept me from fracturing any of my important limbs, and his head hit my
jaw, which rendered him unconscious.

I riz up and picked up my limp captive and carried him out into the
daylight where the others was waiting. I dumped him on the ground and
they stared at him like they couldn’t believe it. He was a ga’nt old cuss with
whiskers about a foot long and matted hair, and he had a mountain lion’s
hide tied around his waist.

“A white man!” enthused Van Brock, dancing up and down. “An
unmistakable Caucasian! This is stupendous! A prehistoric survivor of
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a pre-Indian epoch! What an aid to anthropology! A wildman! A veritable
wildman!”

“Wildman, hell!” snorted Uncle Jacob. “That there’s old Joshua Brax-
ton, which was tryin’ to marry that old maid school teacher down at
Chawed Ear all last winter.”

“I'was tryin’ to marry her!” said Joshua bitterly, setting up suddenly and
glaring at all of us. “That there is good, that there is! And me all the time
fightin’ for my life against it. Her and all her relations was tryin’ to marry
her to me. They made my life a curse. They was finally all set to kidnap
me and marry me by force. That's why I come away off up here, and put
on this rig to scare folks away. All I craves is peace and quiet and no dern
women.”

Van Brock begun to cry because they wasn’t no wildman, and Uncle
Jacob said, “Well, now that this dern foolishness is settled, maybe I can git
to somethin’ important. Joshua, you know these mountains even better’n
I do. I wantyou to help me find the Lost Haunted Mine.”

“Thereain’tno such mine,” said Joshua. “Thatold prospector imagined
all that stuff whilst he was wanderin’ around over the desert crazy.”

“ButI got a map I bought from a Mexican in Perdition,” hollered Uncle
Jacob.

“Lemme see that map,” said Glanton. “Why, hell,” he said, “that there
is a fake. I seen that Mexican drawin’ it, and he said he was goin’ to try to
sell it to some old jassack for the price of a drunk.”

Uncle Jacob sot down on a rock and pulled his whiskers. “My dreams
is bust,” he said weakly. “I’'m goin’ home to my wife.”

“You must be desperate if it’s come to that,” said old Joshua acidly. “You
better stay up here. If they ain’t no gold, they ain’t no women to torment a
body, either.”

“Women is a snare and a delusion,” agreed Glanton. “Van Brock can
go back with these fellers. I’'m stayin’ with Joshua.”

“You all oughta be ashamed talkin’ about women that way,” I re-
proached ’em. “What, in this here lousy and troubled world can compare
to women’s gentle sweetness —”

“There the scoundrel is!” screeched a familiar voice. “Don’t let him git
away! Shoot him if he tries to run!”
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We turned sudden. We’d been argying so loud amongst ourselves we
hadn’t noticed a gang of folks coming down the ravine. There was Aunt
Lavaca and the sheriff of Chawed Ear with ten men, and they all p’inted
sawed-off shotguns at me.

“Don’t get rough, Elkins,” warned the sheriff nervously. “They’re all
loaded with buckshot and ten-penny nails. I knows yore repertation and I
takes no chances. I arrests you for the kidnapin’ of Jacob Grimes.”

“Are you plumb crazy?” I demanded.

“Kidnapin’!” hollered Aunt Lavaca, waving a piece of paper. “Abductin’
yore pore old uncle! Aimin’ to hold him for ransom! It’s all writ down
in yore own handwritin’ right here on this here paper! Sayin’ yo’re takin’
Jacob away off into the mountains — warnin’ me not to try to foller! Same
as threatenin’ me! I never heered of such doins! Soon as that good-for-
nothin’ Joe Hopkins brung me that there insolent letter, I went right after
the sheriff . . . Joshua Braxton, what air you doin’ in them ondecent togs?
My land, I dunno what we’re comin’ to! Well, sheriff, what you standin’
there for like a ninny? Why’n’t you put some handcuffs and chains and
shackles on him? Air you skeered of the big lunkhead?”

“Aw, heck,” I said. “This is all a mistake. I warn’t threatenin’ nobody in
that there letter —”

“Then where’s Jacob?” she demanded. “Prejuice him imejitately, or—”

“He ducked into that cave,” said Glanton. I stuck my head in and roared,
“Uncle Jacob! You come outa there and explain before I come in after you!”

He snuck out looking meek and downtrodden, and I says, “You tell
these idjits that I ain’t no kidnaper.”

“That’s right,” he said. “I brung him along with me.”

“Hell!” said the sheriff, disgustedly. “Have we come all this way on a
wild goose chase? I should of knew better’n to listen to a woman —”

“You shet yore fool mouth!” squalled Aunt Lavaca. “A fine sheriff you
be. Anyway — what was Breckinridge doin’ up here with you, Jacob?”

“He was helpin’ me look for a mine, Lavacky,” he said.

“Helpin’ you?” she screeched. “Why, 1 sent him to fetch you back!
Breckinridge Elkins, Il tell yore pap about this, you big, lazy, good-for-
nothin’, lowdown, ornery —”

“Aw, shet up!” I roared, exasperated beyond endurance. I seldom lets my
voice go its full blast. Echoes rolled through the canyon like thunder, the
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trees shook and the pine cones fell like hail, and rocks tumbled down the
mountainsides. Aunt Lavaca staggered backwards with a outraged squall.

“Jacob!” she hollered. “Air you goin’ to ’low that ruffian to use that
there tone of voice to me? I demands that you frail the livin’ daylights outa
the scoundrel right now!”

Uncle Jacob winked at me.

“Now, now, Lavacky,” he started soothing her, and she give him a clip
under the ear that changed ends with him. The sheriff and his posse and
Van Brock took out up the ravine like the devil was after ’em, and Glanton
bit off a chaw of tobaccer and says to me, he says, “Well, what was you
fixin’ to say about women'’s gentle sweetness?”

“Nothin’,” I snarled. “Come on, let’s git goin’. I yearns to find a more
quiet and secluded spot than this here’n. I’'m stayin’ with Joshua and you
and the grizzly.”
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These here derned lies which is being circulated around is making me
sick and tired. If this slander don’t stop I'm liable to lose my temper, and
anybody in the Humbolts can tell you when I loses my temper the effect
on the population is wuss’n fire, earthquake, and cyclone.

First off, it’s a lie that I rode a hundred miles to mix into a feud which
wasn’t none of my business. I never heard of the Hopkins-Barlow war
before I come in the Mezquital country. I hear tell the Barlows is talking
about suing me for destroying their property. Well, they ought to build
their cabins solider if they don’t want em tore down. And they’re all
liars when they says the Hopkinses hired me to exterminate ’em at five
dollars a sculp. I don’t believe even a Hopkins would pay five dollars for
one of their mangy sculps. Anyway, I don’t fight for hire for nobody. And
the Hopkinses needn’t bellyache about me turning on ’em and trying to
massacre the entire clan. All I wanted to do was kind of disable ’em so
they couldn’t interfere with my business. And my business, from first to
last, was defending the family honor. If T had to wipe up the earth with
a couple of feuding clans whilst so doing, I can’t help it. Folks which is
particular of their hides ought to stay out of the way of tornadoes, wild
bulls, devastating torrents, and a insulted Elkins.

But it was Uncle Jeppard Grimes’ fault to begin with, like it generally is.
Dern near all the calamities which takes places in southern Nevada can be
traced back to that old lobo. He’s got a ingrown disposition and a natural
talent for pestering his feller man. Specially his relatives.

I'was setting in a saloon in War Paint, enjoying a friendly game ofkyards
with a horse thief and three train robbers, when Uncle Jeppard come in
and spied me, and he come over and scowled down on me like I was the
missing lynx or something. Purty soon he says, just as | was all sot to make
a killing, he says, “How can you set there so free and keerless, with four
ace kyards into yore hand, when yore family name is bein’ besmirched?”

93



The Feud Buster

I flang down my hand in annoyance, and said, “Now look what you
done! What you mean blattin’ out information of sech a private nature?
What you talkin’ about, anyhow?” 1

“Well,” he says, “durin’ the three months you been away from home
roisterin’ and wastin’ yore substance in riotous livin’ —”

“I been down on Wild River punchin’ cows at thirty a month!” I
said fiercely. “I ain’t squandered nothin’ nowheres. Shut up and tell me
whatever yo’re a-talkin’ about.”

“Well,” says he, “whilst you been gone young Dick Jackson of Chawed
Ear has been courtin’ yore sister Ellen, and the family’s been expectin’’em
to set the day, any time. But now I hear he’s been braggin’ all over Chawed
Ear about how he done jilted her. Air you goin’ to set there and let yore sis-
ter become the laughin’ stock of the country? When I was a young man—"

“When you was a young man Dan’l Boone warn’t whelped yet!” 1
bellered, so mad I included him and everybody else in my irritation. They
ain’t nothing upsets me like injustice done to some of my close kin. “Git
out of my way! I'm headin’ for Chawed Ear — what you grinnin’ at, you
spotted hyener?” This last was addressed to the horse thief in which I
seemed to detect signs of amusement.

“Iwarn’t grinnin’,” he said.

“So I'm a liar, I reckon!” I said. I felt a impulse to shatter a demi-john
over his head, which I done, and he fell under a table hollering bloody
murder, and all the fellers drinking at the bar abandoned their licker and
stampeded for the street hollering, “Take cover, boys! Breckinridge Elkins
is on the rampage!”

SoIkicked all the slats out of the bar to relieve my feelings, and stormed
out of the saloon and forked Cap’n Kidd. Even he seen it was no time to
take liberties with me — he didn’t pitch but seven jumps — then he settled
down to a dead run, and we headed for Chawed Ear.

Everything kind of floated in a red haze all the way, but them folks which
claims I tried to murder ’em in cold blood on the road between War Paint
and Chawed Ear is just narrer-minded and super-sensitive. The reason I
shot everybody’s hats off that I met was just to kind of ca’m my nerves,
because [ was afraid if I didn’t cool oft some by the time I hit Chawed Ear

94




The Feud Buster

might hurt somebody. | am that mild-mannered and retiring by nature that
I wouldn’t willing hurt man, beast, nor Injun unless maddened beyond
endurance.

That’s why [ acted with so much self-possession and dignity when I got
to Chawed Ear and entered the saloon where Dick Jackson generally hung
out.

“Where’s Dick Jackson?” I said, and everybody must of been nervous,
because when I boomed out they all jumped and looked around, and the
bartender dropped a glass and turned pale.

“Well,” I hollered, beginning to lose patience. “Where is the coyote?”

“G-gimme time, will ya?” stuttered the barkeep. “I - uh —he—uh-"

“So you evades the question, hey?” I said, kicking the foot rail loose.
“Friend of his’n, hey? Tryin’ to pertect him, hey?” I was so overcome by
this perfidy that I lunged for him and he ducked down behind the bar and
I crashed into it bodily with all my lunge and weight, and it collapsed on
top of him, and all the customers run out of the saloon hollering, “Help,
murder, Elkins is killin’ the bartender!”

This feller stuck his head up from amongst the ruins of the bar and
begged, “For God’s sake, lemme alone! Jackson headed south for the
Mezquital Mountains yesterday.” ’

I throwed down the chair I was fixing to bust all the ceiling lamps with,
and run out and jumped on Cap’n Kidd and headed south, whilst behind
me folks emerged from their cyclone cellars and sent a rider up in the hills
to tell the sheriff and his deputies they could come on back now.

I knowed where the Mezquitals was, though I hadn’t never been there.
I crossed the Californy line about sundown, and shortly after dark I seen
Mezquital Peak looming ahead of me. Having ca’med down somewhat, I
decided to stop and rest Cap’n Kidd. He warn’t tired, because that horse
has got alligator blood in his veins, but I knowed I might have to trail
Jackson clean to The Angels, and they warn’t no use in running Cap’n
Kidd’s laigs off on the first lap of the chase.

It warn’t a very thickly settled country I'd come into, very mountainous
and thick timbered, but purty soon I come to a cabin beside the trail and I
pulled up and hollered, “Hello!”

The candle inside was instantly blowed out, and somebody pushed a
rifle barrel through the winder and bawled, “Who be you?”
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“I'm Breckinridge Elkins from Bear Creek, Nevada,” I said. “I'd like to
stay all night, and git some feed for my horse.”

“Stand still,” warned the voice. “We can see you agin the stars, and
they’s four rifle-guns a-kiverin’ you.”

“Well, make up yore minds,” I said, because I could hear’em discussing
me. I reckon they thought they was whispering. One of ’em said, “Aw, he
can’t be a Barlow. Ain’t none of ’em that big.” T’other’n said, “Well,
maybe he’s a derned gunfighter they’ve sent for to help ’em out. Old Jake’s
nephew’s been up in Nevady.”

“Le’s let him in,” said a third. “We can mighty quick tell what he is.”

So one of ’em come out and 'lowed it would be all right for me to stay
the night, and he showed me a corral to put Cap’n Kidd in, and hauled out
some hay for him.

“We got to be keerful,” he said. “We got lots of enemies in these hills.”

We went into the cabin, and they lit the candle again, and sot some corn
pone and sow belly and beans on the table and a jug of corn licker. They
was four men, and they said their names was Hopkins — Jim, Bill, Joe, and
Joshua, and they was brothers. Id always heard tell the Mezquital country
was famed for big men, but these fellers wasn’t so big — not much over six
foot high apiece. On Bear Creek they’d been considered kind of puny and
undersized.

They warn’t very talkative. Mostly they sot with their rifles acrost their
knees and looked at me without no expression onto their faces, but that
didn’t stop me from eating a hearty supper, and would of et a lot more
only the grub give out; and I hoped they had more licker somewheres else
because 1 was purty dry. When I turned up the jug to take a snort it was
brim-full, but before I'd more’n dampened my gullet the dern thing was
plumb empty.

When I got through I went over and sot down on a rawhide bottomed
chair in front of the fireplace where they was a small fire going, though
they warn’t really no need for it, and they said, “What’s yore business,
stranger?” “Well,” I said, not knowing I was going to get the surprise of
my life, “I'm lookin’ for a feller named Dick Jackson —”

By golly, the words wasn’t clean out of my mouth when they was four
men onto my neck like catamounts!

96




The Feud Buster

“He’s a spy!” they hollered. “He’s a cussed Barlow! Shoot him! Stab
him! Hit him in the head!”

All of which they was endeavoring to do with such passion they was
getting in each other’s way, and it was only his overeagerness which caused
Jim to miss me with his bowie and sink it into the table instead, but Joshua
busted a chair over my head and Bill would of shot me if [ hadn’t jerked
back my head so he just singed my eyebrows. This lack of hospitality so
irritated me that I riz up amongst 'em like a b’ar with a pack of wolves
hanging onto him, and commenced committing mayhem on my hosts,
because I seen right off they was critters which couldn’t be persuaded to
respect a guest no other way.

Well, the dust of battle hadn’t settled, the casualities was groaning all
over the place, and I was just relighting the candle when I heard a horse
galloping down the trail from the south. I wheeled and drawed my guns
as it stopped before the cabin. But I didn’t shoot, because the next instant
they was a barefooted gal standing in the door. When she seen the rooins
she let out a screech like a catamount.

“You've kilt ’em!” she screamed. “You murderer!”

“Aw, [ ain’t neither,” I said. “They ain’t hurt much — just a few cracked
ribs, and dislocated shoulders and busted laigs and sech — like trifles.
Joshua’s ear’ll grow back on all right, if you take a few stitches into it.”

“You cussed Barlow!” she squalled, jumping up and down with the
hystericals. “I'll kill you! You damned Barlow!”

“I ain’t no Barlow,” I said. “I'm Breckinridge Elkins, of Bear Creek. I
ain’t never even heard of no Barlows.”

At that Jim stopped his groaning long enough to snarl, “If you ain’t a
friend of the Barlows, how come you askin’ for Dick Jackson? He’s one of
‘em.”

“He jilted my sister!” I roared. “I aim to drag him back and make him
marry her!”

“Well, it was all a mistake,” groaned Jim. “But the damage is done
now.”

“It’s wuss’n you think,” said the gal fiercely. “The Hopkinses has all
forted theirselves over at Pap’s cabin, and they sent me to git you all. We
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got to make a stand. The Barlows is gatherin’ over to Jake Barlow’s cabin,
and they aims to make a foray onto us tonight. We was outnumbered to
begin with, and now here’s our best fightin’ men laid out! Our goose is
cooked plumb to hell!”

“Lift me on my horse,” moaned Jim. “I can’twalk, butI can still shoot.”
He tried to rise up, and fell back cussing and groaning.

“You got to help us!” said the gal desperately, turning to me. “You done
laid out our four best fightin’ men, and you owes it to us. It’s yore duty!
Anyway, you says Dick Jackson’s yore enemy — well, he’s Jake Barlow’s
nephew, and he come back here to help ’em clean out us Hopkinses. He’s
over to Jake’s cabin right now. My brother Bill snuck over and spied on
’em, and he says every fightin’ man of the clan is gatherin’ there. All we
can do is hold the fort, and you got to come help us hold it! Yo’re nigh as
big as all four of these boys put together.”

Well, 1 figgered I owed the Hopkinses something, so, after setting some
bones and bandaging some wounds and abrasions of which they was a
goodly lot, I saddled Cap’n Kidd and we sot out.

As we rode along she said, “That there is the biggest, wildest, meanest-
lookin’ critter I ever seen. Where’d you git him?”

“He was a wild horse,” I said. “I catched him up in the Humbolts.
Nobody ever rode him but me. He’s the only horse west of the Pecos big
enough to carry my weight, and he’s got painter’s blood and a shark’s
disposition. What’s this here feud about?”

“Idunno,” she said. “It’s been goin’ on so long everybody’s done forgot
what started it. Somebody accused somebody else of stealin’ a cow, I think.
What’s the difference?”

“They ain’t none,” I assured her. “If folks wants to have feuds it’s their
own business.”

We was following a winding path, and purty soon we heard dogs
barking and about that time the gal turned aside and got off her horse,
and showed me a pen hid in the brush. It was full of horses.

“We keep our mounts here so’s the Barlows ain’t so likely to find ’em
and run ’em off,” she said, and she turned her horse into the pen, and I put
Cap’n Kidd in, but tied him over in one corner by hisself — otherwise he
would of started fighting all the other horses and kicked the fence down.

Then we went on along the path and the dogs barked louder and purty
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soon we come to a big two-story cabin which had heavy board-shutters
over the winders. They was just a dim streak of candle light come through
the cracks. It was dark, because the moon hadn’t come up. We stopped
in the shadder of the trees, and the gal whistled like a whippoorwill three
times, and somebody answered from up on the roof. A door opened a
crack in the room which didn’t have no light at all, and somebody said,
“Thatyou, Elizerbeth? Air the boys with you?”

“It’s me,” says she, starting toward the door. “But the boys ain’t with
me.”

Then all to oncet he throwed open the door and hollered, “Run, gal!
They’s a grizzly b’ar standin’ up on his hind laigs right behind you!”

“Aw, that ain’t no b’ar,” says she. “That there’s Breckinridge Elkins,
from up in Nevady. He’s goin’ to help us fight the Barlows.”

We went on into a room where they was a candle on the table, and they
was nine or ten men there and thirty-odd women and chillern. They all
looked kinda pale and scairt, and the men was loaded down with pistols
and Winchesters.

They all looked at me kind of dumb-like, and the old man kept staring
like he warn’t any too sure he hadn’t let a grizzly in the house, after all.
He mumbled something about making a natural mistake, in the dark, and
turned to the gal.

“Whar’s the boys I sent you after?” he demanded, and she says, “This
gent mussed ’em up so’s they ain’t fitten for to fight. Now, don’t git
rambunctious, Pap. It war just a honest mistake all around. He’s our
friend, and he’s gunnin’ for Dick Jackson.”

“Ha! Dick Jackson!” snarled one of the men, lifting his Winchester.
“Just lemme line my sights on him! I'll cook his goose!”

“You won’t, neither,” I said. “He’s got to go back to Bear Creek and
marry my sister Ellen . . . Well,” I says, “what’s the campaign?”

“I don’t figger they’ll git here till well after midnight,” said Old Man
Hopkins. “All we can do is wait for ’em.”

“You means you all sets here and waits till they comes and lays siege?”
I says.

“What else?” says he. “Lissen here, young man, don’t start tellin’ me
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how to conduck a feud. I growed up in this here’n. It war in full swing
when I was born, and I done spent my whole life carryin’ it on.”

“That’s just it,” I snorted. “You lets these dern wars drag on for
generations. Up in the Humbolts we brings such things to a quick con-
clusion. Mighty near everybody up there come from Texas, original, and
we fights our feuds Texas style, which is short and sweet — a feud which
lasts ten years in Texas is a humdinger. We winds ’em up quick and in
style. Where-at is this here cabin where the Barlows is gatherin’?”

“’Bout three mile over the ridge,” says a young feller they called Bill.

“How many is they?” I ast.

“I counted seventeen,” says he.

“Just a fair-sized mouthful for a Elkins,” I said. “Bill, you guide me
to that there cabin. The rest of you can come or stay, it don’t make no
difference to me.”

Well, they started jawing with each other then. Some was for going and
some for staying. Some wanted to go with me, and try to take the Barlows
by surprise, but the others said it couldn’t be done — they’d git ambushed
theirselves, and the only sensible thing to be did was to stay forted and
wait for the Barlows to come. They given me no more heed —just sot there
and augered. »

But that was all right with me. Right in the middle of the dispute,
when it looked like maybe the Hopkinses would get to fighting amongst
theirselves and finish each other before the Barlows could git there, I lit out
with the boy Bill, which seemed to have considerable sense for a Hopkins.

He got him a horse out of the hidden corral, and I got Cap’n Kidd,
which was a good thing. He’d somehow got a mule by the neck, and the
critter was almost at its last gasp when I rescued it. Then me and Bill lit
out.

We follered winding paths over thick-timbered mountainsides till atlast
we come to a clearing and they was a cabin there, with light and profanity
pouring out of the winders. We’d been hearing the last mentioned for half
a mile before we sighted the cabin.

We left our horses back in the woods a ways, and snuck up on foot and
stopped amongst the trees back of the cabin.

“They’re in there tankin’ up on corn licker to whet their appetites for
Hopkins blood!” whispered Bill, all in a shiver. “Lissen to ’em! Them
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fellers ain’t hardly human! What you goin’ to do? They got a man standin’
guard out in front of the door at the other end of the cabin. You see they
ain’t no doors nor winders at the back. They’s winders on each side, but if
we try to rush it from the front or either side, they’ll see us and fill us full
of lead before we could git in a shot. Look! The moon’s comin’ up. They’ll
be startin’ on their raid before long.”

I'll admit that cabin looked like it was going to be harder to storm than
I'd figgered. I hadn’t had no idee in mind when I sot out for the place. All
I wanted was to get in amongst them Barlows — I does my best fighting at
close quarters. But at the moment I couldn’t think of no way that wouldn’t
get me shot up. Of course I could just rush the cabin, but the thought of
seventeen Winchesters blazing away at me from close range was a little
stiff even for me, though I was game to try it, if they warn’t no other way.

Whilst [ was studying over the matter, all to once the horses tied out in
front of the cabin snorted, and back up the hills something went Oooaaaw-
w-w! And a idee hit me.

“Git back in the woods and wait for me,” I told Bill, as I headed for the
thicket where we’d left the horses.

I mounted and rode up in the hills toward where the howl had come from.
Purty soon I lit and throwed Cap’n Kidd’s reins over his head, and walked
oninto the deep bresh, from time to time giving a long squall like a cougar.
They ain’t a catamount in the world can tell the difference when a Bear
Creek man imitates one. After a while one answered, from a ledge just a
few hundred feet away.

I went to the ledge and clumb up on it, and there was a small cave
behind it, and a big mountain lion in there. He give a grunt of surprise
when he seen I was a human, and made a swipe at me, butI give him a bat
on the head with my fist, and whilst he was still dizzy I grabbed him by the
scruff of the neck and hauled him out of the cave and lugged him down to
where I left my horse.

Cap’n Kidd snorted at the sight of the cougar and wanted to kick his
brains out, but I give him a good kick in the stummick hisself, which is
the only kind of reasoning Cap’n Kidd understands, and got on him and
headed for the Barlow hangout.

I can think of a lot more pleasant jobs than toting a full-growed
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mountain lion down a thick-timbered mountain side on the back of a
iron jaw outlaw at midnight. I had the cat by the back of the neck with one
hand, so hard he couldn’t squall, and I held him out at arm’s length as far
from the horse as I could, but every now and then he’d twist around so he
could claw Cap’n Kidd with his hind laigs, and when this would happen
Cap’n Kidd would squall with rage and start bucking all over the place.
Sometimes he would buck the derned cougar onto me, and pulling him
loose from my hide was wuss’n pulling cockleburrs out of a cow’s tail.

But presently I arriv close behind the cabin. I whistled like a whippoor-
will for Bill, but he didn’t answer and warn’t nowheres to be seen, so I
decided he’d got scairt and pulled out for home. But that was all right
with me. I'd come to fight the Barlows, and I aimed to fight ’em, with or
without assistance. Bill would just of been in the way.

I got off in the trees back of the cabin and throwed the reins over Cap’n
Kidd’s head, and went up to the back of the cabin on foot, walking soft
and easy. The moon was well up, by now, and what wind they was, was
blowing toward me, which pleased me, because I didn’t want the horses
tied out in front to scent the cat and start cutting up before I was ready.

The fellers inside was still cussing and talking loud as I approached
one of the winders on the side, and one hollered out, “Come on! Let’s git
started! I craves Hopkins gore!” And about that time I give the cougar a
heave and throwed him through the winder.

He let out a awful squall as he hit, and the fellers in the cabin hollered
louder’'n he did. Instantly a most awful bustle broke loose in there and
of all the whooping and bellering and shooting I ever heard, and the lion
squallingamongstitall, and clothes and hides tearing so you could hear it
all over the clearing, and the horses busting loose and tearing out through
the bresh.

As soon as I hove the cat I run around to the door and a man was
standing there with his mouth open, too surprised at the racket to do
anything. So I takes his rifle away from him and broke the stock off on his
head, and stood there at the door with the barrel intending to brain them
Barlows as they run out. I was plumb certain they would run out, because I
have noticed that the average man is funny that way, and hates to be shut
up in a cabin with a mad cougar as bad as the cougar would hate to be shut
up in a cabin with a infuriated settler of Bear Creek.
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But them scoundrels fooled me. ‘Pears like they had a secret door in
the back wall, and whilst I was waiting for them to storm out through the
front door and get their skulls cracked, they knocked the secret door open
and went piling out that way.

By the time I realized what was happening and run around to the other
end of the cabin, they was all out and streaking for the trees, yelling blue
murder, with their clothes all tore to shreds and them bleeding like stuck
hawgs.

That there catamount sure improved the shining hours whilst he was
corralled with them Barlows. He come out after ’em with his mouth full
of the seats of men’s britches, and when he seen me he give a kind of
despairing yelp and taken out up the mountain with his tail betwixt his
laigs like the devil was after him with a red-hot branding iron.

I taken after the Barlows, sot on scuttling at least a few of ’em, and I
was on the p’int of letting bam at ’em with my six-shooters as they run,
when, just as they reached the trees, all the Hopkins men riz out of the
bresh and fell on ’em with piercing howls.

That fray was kind of peculiar. I don’t remember a single shot being
fired. The Barlows had dropped their guns in their flight, and the Hop-
kinses seemed bent on whipping out their wrongs with their bare hands
and gun butts. For a few seconds they was a hell of a scramble — men
cussing and howling and bellering, and rifle-stocks cracking over heads,
and the bresh crashing underfoot, and then before I could get into it,
the Barlows broke every which way and took out through the woods like
jack-rabbits squalling Jedgment Day.

Old Man Hopkins come prancing out of the bresh waving his Winch-
ester and his beard flying in the moonlight and he hollered, “The sins of
the wicked shall return onto ’em! Elkins, we have hit a powerful lick for
righteousness this here night!”

“Where’d you all come from?” I ast. “I thought you was still back in
yore cabin chawin’ the rag.”

“Well,” he says, “after you pulled out we decided to trail along and see
how you come out with whatever you planned. As we come through the
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