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    This volume gathers Robert E. Howard’s Western fiction under one cover, presenting the Breckinridge Elkins series, the Pike Bearfield series, the Buckner Jeopardy Grimes stories, and additional frontier tales as a coherent body of work. The purpose of assembling these texts together is to make visible the range and continuity of Howard’s approach to the Western across multiple recurring protagonists and settings. Read side by side, the series illuminate a single author’s sustained engagement with the mythic American frontier and with the storytelling traditions that shaped popular Westerns in the early twentieth century.

The collection’s scope is defined by the series named in the title and by the individual works listed in the contents. It draws together complete narratives rather than excerpts, allowing each sequence to be read in full and in context as a series of self-contained adventures. While the texts vary in length and structure, they share a common emphasis on forward motion, decisive action, and a strong sense of place. Bringing them together also highlights Howard’s versatility within a shared frontier milieu, where tone can move from hard-edged danger to broad comedy without leaving the Western frame.

The primary genres represented here are short stories and series fiction, built around recurring characters and episodic plots. Many pieces operate in the compact, punchy mode associated with magazine storytelling, favoring quick scene-setting and immediate conflict. At the same time, the series format permits variations in pace and emphasis from one installment to the next, so that different stories can lean toward brawling action, pursuit, local politics, feuds, or comic misunderstanding. This volume is therefore less a single continuous novel than a broad panorama of Western narratives unified by authorial voice and consistent genre commitments.

Breckinridge Elkins anchors the first major section and establishes one of the collection’s most distinctive registers: the tall-tale Western rendered with muscular energy. Across the Elkins saga, Howard repeatedly returns to a frontier world of remote settlements, rough justice, and personal reputation, where physical prowess and quick decisions carry real consequences. The stories adopt the conventions of the backwoods and mountain-West yarn, amplifying them into high-color adventure while keeping the premise grounded in the immediate realities of danger, terrain, and human temper. The result is a sequence that can be read for both comedy and momentum without requiring any prior context.

Within the Elkins entries, recurring touchstones of the Western appear in concentrated form: clashes between outsiders and local power, the volatility of grudges, and the uneasy boundaries between law, custom, and improvised order. Howard’s style emphasizes clarity and force, favoring direct description and clean cause-and-effect sequences that keep the reader oriented even as events escalate. The setting is not decorative; mountains, rivers, and hard travel shape what characters can do and how quickly trouble spreads. This insistence on environment as an active constraint is one of the hallmarks that connects these stories to Howard’s broader adventure writing.

The Pike Bearfield saga broadens the collection’s tonal and thematic palette while remaining firmly within Western conventions. These stories center on the social and moral friction of frontier communities, where sudden violence can emerge from rumor, pride, or opportunism as readily as from open criminality. The series offers a different angle on competence and survival, emphasizing practical judgment, alertness, and the complicated reputations that attach to men who live by skill and nerve. Read alongside the Elkins material, the Bearfield stories demonstrate Howard’s capacity to shift character type and narrative emphasis while retaining an unmistakable narrative drive.

Across the Bearfield pieces, Howard’s craftsmanship is evident in the way he compresses setting, character, and conflict into swift, legible scenes. Frontier towns and their surrounding country form a network of contested spaces: saloons, streets, trails, and makeshift courts of opinion where status can change in an instant. The Western here functions not only as a landscape for action but also as a testing ground for how communities respond to fear and uncertainty. Howard repeatedly stages moments where public talk and private intent collide, producing confrontations that feel immediate, physical, and irreversible once set in motion.

The Buckner Jeopardy Grimes stories bring yet another frontier perspective into view, expanding the collection’s sense of regional variety and character contrast. As a set, they underscore Howard’s interest in the extremes of capability and the unpredictable turns that follow from a single decision. The narratives keep faith with the Western’s emphasis on endurance and resolve, while also exploring how chance, distance, and reputation can shape outcomes as strongly as any written law. In gathering these stories with the Elkins and Bearfield sequences, the volume presents multiple character lenses on the same broad frontier world.

Taken together, the series reveal unifying themes that run through Howard’s Western work: the pressure of honor and pride, the precariousness of order, and the constant negotiation between individual force and communal expectation. Conflict often arises less from abstract ideology than from immediate stakes—land, money, standing, family ties, or the simple need to survive the next hour. Howard repeatedly treats the West as a place where character is publicly tested and quickly judged. Even when the tone is comic, the underlying premise remains that actions carry weight and that a hard environment magnifies every human fault and virtue.

Howard’s stylistic hallmarks unify these texts across differing protagonists. He favors momentum, concrete detail, and scenes shaped around decisive physical movement—rides, pursuits, standoffs, and brawls that are described with an emphasis on what can be seen, heard, and done. Dialogue tends to be functional and character-defining, pushing plot while reinforcing the social codes of the setting. The prose aims for readability and impact rather than ornament, and its straightforwardness serves the genre well, letting the stories build speed without losing coherence. This approach also helps explain why the narratives remain accessible to modern readers.

The lasting significance of Howard’s Westerns within his wider reputation lies in how clearly they demonstrate his command of popular adventure forms. These stories show a writer who could inhabit an established genre and still deliver distinctive energy, strong characterization, and a consistent sense of place. They also exemplify the durability of the Western as a narrative engine: a framework capable of hosting comedy, danger, rivalry, and community drama with equal authority. By collecting these works, the volume invites readers to recognize Howard not only as a creator of famous adventure cycles elsewhere, but as a committed practitioner of Western storytelling.

This collection is intended for readers who want a concentrated encounter with Howard’s frontier imagination, whether approaching these series for the first time or returning to them as a unified reading experience. The arrangement foregrounds the breadth of his Western cast and the shared narrative values that connect the stories: speed, clarity, escalation, and the persistent tension between civilization and the raw demands of the borderland. Without requiring specialized background, the volume offers a sustained survey of Howard’s Western fiction as a coherent body—one that displays recurring themes, varied tones, and an enduring capacity to entertain through decisive, plot-driven craft.
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    Robert E. Howard (1906–1936) was an American writer best known for energetic adventure fiction published during the interwar years, especially in pulp magazines. Working primarily in the short-story form, he became a central figure in early twentieth‑century popular genre literature and is widely associated with the development of modern sword‑and‑sorcery. Alongside his darker fantasy and horror tales, Howard wrote a substantial body of comic and action‑driven Western stories. Many of those Western pieces, later gathered into collections, showcase his knack for fast pacing, vivid regional color, and larger‑than‑life protagonists.

Howard was born and raised in Texas, and his writing drew heavily on the landscapes, dialects, and frontier myths of the American Southwest. He completed his schooling in Texas and began selling stories while still a young man, committing to professional writing as his primary occupation. His reading ranged broadly across history, adventure, and popular fiction, and he cultivated a direct, muscular prose style suited to magazine publication. Howard’s work also reflects the period’s appetite for tales of conflict and transformation—whether in imagined antiquity or in a mythic West—told with urgency and dramatic physicality.

By the late 1920s and early 1930s, Howard had become a regular presence in the pulp market, producing stories across multiple genres to meet editorial demand and maintain a steady income. He is best remembered for dark fantasy and heroic adventure, yet his Western output is notable for its comedic timing and its affection for tall‑tale traditions. In these stories he often balances parody with genuine action, using exaggerated feats and escalating misunderstandings while keeping scenes grounded in recognizable frontier settings. This dual emphasis—hard‑hitting momentum and broad humor—helps explain the lasting appeal of his Western characters and cycles.

Among Howard’s best‑known Western creations is Breckinridge Elkins, the towering, impulsive protagonist of the Breckinridge Elkins series. Stories later collected under titles such as The 'Breckinridge Elkins' Saga, A Gent From Bear Creek, The Road To Bear Creek, War On Bear Creek, and Cupid From Bear Creek exemplify Howard’s formula: a naïve but formidable hero collides with local politics, feuds, and schemers, generating chaos that turns into reluctant problem‑solving. The humor is often driven by voice—plainspoken narration, regional idiom, and escalating boasts—while the action remains brisk and physical.

Howard also wrote a range of frontier and mountain‑set Western adventures that emphasize danger, pursuit, and rough justice. Collections in the same orbit include Mountain Man, Guns Of The Mountains, The Haunted Mountain, The Feud Buster, The Scalp Hunter, The Riot At Cougar Paw, and The Apache Mountain War. Across such tales, he returns to themes of ordeal and survival, and he builds tension through rugged terrain, sudden violence, and hard travel. Even when comedy is present, his scenes tend to move quickly, with decisive confrontations and a cinematic sense of place.

In addition to Elkins, Howard created other recurring Western personae and regional comic series. The 'Pike Bearfield' Saga—associated with titles such as While Smoke Rolled, A Gent From The Pecos, Gents On The Lynch, and The Riot Of Bucksnort—shows his interest in boisterous community quarrels, improvised bravado, and frontier social codes. The 'Buckner Jeopardy Grimes' Saga—appearing in collections like A Man-Eating Jeopard, Knife-River Prodigal, A Ring-Tailed Tornado, Golden Hope Christmas, Drums of the Sunset, Boot-Hill Payoff, Vulture's Sanctuary, and The Vultures of Wahpeton—similarly highlights tall‑tale escalation and the comic possibilities of reputation, misunderstanding, and sudden peril.

Howard’s career was intense and comparatively brief, but his influence has proven durable. He died in 1936, leaving behind a body of work that continued to circulate in magazines and later in book collections, helping shape how later writers approached both heroic fantasy and pulp‑style adventure. His Western stories, including the Elkins, Bearfield, and Grimes cycles, remain in print in various editions and are read for their speed, voice, and exuberant exaggeration. Today, Howard is regarded as a foundational popular storyteller whose vivid action and confident narrative drive continue to resonate across genre boundaries.
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    Robert E. Howard (1906–1936) wrote during the interwar years, a period when American popular culture both romanticized and questioned the nation’s frontier past. The stories in this collection largely depict the late nineteenth-century West and borderlands—an era already mythologized by dime novels and early film by the time Howard was publishing. Howard’s professional career unfolded within the pulp-magazine economy of the 1920s–1930s, when inexpensive periodicals offered mass entertainment amid rapid social change. The collection’s mix of comedy (Breckinridge Elkins and Pike Bearfield) and grimmer adventure (Buckner Jeopardy Grimes and other tales) reflects the pulps’ appetite for varied tones inside familiar Western frameworks.

Howard’s Westerns were written as the frontier had become a national memory rather than a lived experience for most readers. By the 1890 U.S. Census declaration that the frontier line could no longer be clearly said to exist had already entered American historical consciousness, and Frederick Jackson Turner’s 1893 “Frontier Thesis” framed westward expansion as central to U.S. development. In the early twentieth century, Western history was often told as a narrative of settlement, violence, and “civilization,” with less attention to Indigenous sovereignty and the costs of expansion. Howard’s Western settings recycle and rework these inherited narratives, often emphasizing raw physicality, local feuds, and the ambiguous reach of law.

The economic engine behind these stories was the pulp marketplace, shaped by rising literacy, cheap paper, and national distribution networks. Magazines such as Action Stories and similar titles created demand for rapid, episodic storytelling with recognizable genre signals: gunfights, outlaws, rangers, mountain clans, and frontier towns. Howard wrote across genres for these markets, and his Western series were part of that broader professional pattern. The Breckinridge Elkins and Pike Bearfield tales in particular align with pulp humor traditions, turning regional stereotypes and exaggerated frontier manners into fast-moving farce. The Jeopardy Grimes cycle and related tales draw more on hard-edged adventure formulas, still constrained by pulp length and pacing expectations.

Howard’s personal geography mattered because it anchored his imagination in a region where frontier memory remained vivid. Raised largely in Texas, he lived in a state whose public culture celebrated Texas Rangers, the cattle kingdom, and the aftermath of conflicts along the U.S.–Mexico border. The oil boom and boomtown growth of the 1910s–1920s also formed the landscape of his adulthood, reinforcing a sense of sudden wealth, violence, and precarious order. Even when his stories range into mountain districts or the northern plains, they frequently speak in a southern and southwestern idiom common to popular Westerns of his day. This background helps explain the recurring emphasis on tough local reputations, community honor, and suspicion of outsiders.

The era represented across many of these Westerns is broadly the post–Civil War West, roughly the 1860s through the 1890s, when the U.S. expanded federal authority and settlement across vast territories. Reconstruction’s end and the consolidation of national markets shaped the frontier’s political economy: railroads, land policy, and new towns reoriented older trade routes and Indigenous homelands. Howard’s recurring town conflicts and sudden eruptions of mob action—visible in titles like “The Riot At Cougar Paw” and “The Riot Of Bucksnort”—echo the period’s instability in places where formal institutions were thin. These riot narratives also mirror a common genre device: the crowd as both a threat to order and a tool for rough justice. Such scenes align with the broader Western motif of contested legitimacy in new settlements.

Industrialization and transportation change are key historical forces behind the Western setting even when not foregrounded. The railroad’s expansion in the late nineteenth century linked distant communities, sped migration, and encouraged standardized goods, while also intensifying conflicts over land and resources. Western towns depended on supply chains and markets that made them less isolated than the myth suggests, but still vulnerable to panic, shortages, or rumor. Howard’s stories frequently turn on swift travel, sudden arrivals, and the social disruption that follows outsiders—gambler types, political schemers, hired guns—entering a community. Works such as “Pistol Politics” signal how electoral contests and patronage could become violent where institutions were fragile. The frontier in these tales is thus both local and connected to wider networks of power and commerce.

The cattle industry and the culture built around it are foundational to the Western imagination and appear indirectly in many of Howard’s premises. From the 1860s through the 1880s, long drives, open-range grazing, and cow towns became symbols of opportunity and danger, later giving way to fencing, rail shipment, and more regulated ranching. Conflicts over grazing rights, fences, and local authority fueled violence and legend, even as the industry became more corporate and land-based. Howard’s comic pieces, including “No Cowherders Wanted,” play on occupational identity and the social status of cowhands, while still relying on historical associations of mobility, toughness, and improvisation. The tension between older open-range freedom and emerging stability helps power the stories’ recurrent sense that order is always provisional.

The rise of professional law enforcement and the mythic figure of the ranger or marshal also shaped Western narratives. In reality, authority in the West ranged from federal troops and territorial courts to local sheriffs and ad hoc posses, often uneven and politicized. Popular fiction simplified this complexity into iconic roles: the lone lawman, the feared gunfighter, or the self-appointed “feud buster.” Howard’s “The Feud Buster” draws on a recognizable history of family and clan violence in mountain regions, as well as on the cultural expectation that personal force could substitute for courts. At the same time, his riot and election stories suggest that “law” could be captured by factions, a historically grounded concern in many boomtown and county-seat struggles of the era.

Indigenous-settler conflict is a major historical reality behind Western settings, though popular fiction in Howard’s time often handled it through stereotypes typical of early twentieth-century mass culture. The collection includes titles such as “The Apache Mountain War,” which invoke real nineteenth-century conflicts in the Southwest involving the U.S. Army, Native nations, and borderland communities. The Apache Wars, broadly spanning the mid-nineteenth century into the 1880s, became a staple of Western lore, frequently stripped of political context in entertainment media. Howard’s use of such material reflects the pulp market’s expectations rather than archival historiography. Historically, these conflicts were tied to sovereignty, forced removal, and contested resources, and modern readers often revisit such stories with heightened attention to what genre conventions omit or distort.

The U.S.–Mexico borderlands provide another historical backdrop that Western fiction routinely mined. From the Texas Revolution’s aftermath and the U.S.–Mexican War (1846–1848) to later cross-border raids and policing, the region was marked by shifting authority and cultural hybridity. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Texas Ranger lore and sensational reporting shaped Anglo-American ideas about border violence, often in ways that downplayed or justified abuses. Howard’s Texas-centered imagination absorbed this regional mythology, which pulps circulated nationally. Even when a story’s immediate plot focuses on a local feud or town fight, the implied world includes border routes, smuggling rumors, and ethnic tensions common to the genre’s inherited setting. This border context helps explain the recurring preoccupation with reputation, retaliation, and contested jurisdiction.

Political reform and the extension of formal governance into frontier spaces are reflected in the collection’s engagement with elections and civic order. The late nineteenth century saw fierce struggles over county seats, railroad routes, and party control in new states and territories, with corruption and intimidation widely reported. “Pistol Politics” captures a genre version of that reality: ballots and bullets intertwined where patronage jobs and land decisions were at stake. Howard’s satirical Westerns treat political mechanisms as easily manipulated, reinforcing a historical insight that democratization did not automatically produce stable institutions on the frontier. The “riot” stories similarly stage crises of legitimacy in which crowds become political actors. This emphasis resonates with the broader Progressive Era memory, in which reformers highlighted graft and machine politics as national problems, not merely frontier quirks.

The Breckinridge Elkins stories—collected under titles like Mountain Man, A Gent From Bear Creek, The Road To Bear Creek, and War On Bear Creek—draw on Appalachian and upland-Southern stereotypes that were widely circulated by early twentieth-century journalism and entertainment. “Feud” narratives had become a national fascination since late nineteenth-century coverage of conflicts in Kentucky and West Virginia, often framing them as evidence of regional backwardness. Howard’s comic exaggeration uses this cultural stock-in-trade: the super-strong mountaineer hero, clan honor codes, and over-the-top violence. While historically such portrayals were caricatures, they did reflect a real process of internal “othering” within the United States, as industrial modernity cast rural regions as archaic. The Elkins tales thus sit at the intersection of frontier myth and national debates about modernization and regional identity.

Several Elkins titles evoke place-based violence and local justice as organizing principles of community life. “The Haunted Mountain” and “Evil Deeds At Red Cougar,” for example, use ominous settings and moral suspicion that fit the pulp tendency to blend Western action with near-gothic atmosphere. Historically, isolated communities were not outside the law so much as subject to limited state capacity and uneven access to courts, policing, and infrastructure. Fiction turned that unevenness into melodrama and comedy, making private vengeance appear both necessary and absurd. “Pilgrims To The Pecos” and “The Apache Mountain War” signal how the Southwest functioned as a particularly charged space in American imagination, where older Spanish-Mexican histories, Native sovereignties, and U.S. expansion overlapped. Howard’s use of these settings reflects popular historical geography more than documentary precision.

The Pike Bearfield series—“While Smoke Rolled,” “A Gent From The Pecos,” “Gents On The Lynch,” and “The Riot Of Bucksnort”—belongs to a long tradition of Western tall tales and comic buddy dynamics. By the time Howard wrote, humor Westerns had a well-established lineage in frontier reminiscence literature and stage performance, where dialect and boasting were major devices. The phrase “while smoke rolled” itself gestures toward gunfire and chaos as a kind of comic weather, aligning with an older American storytelling habit of treating violence as slapstick when moral stakes are kept light. Historically, lynching and mob violence were grim realities across regions; pulp comedy typically downshifted that reality into farcical threat and last-minute reversals. Bearfield’s stories therefore illuminate how popular culture could domesticate frontier brutality into entertainment, even when borrowing charged language.

The Buckner Jeopardy Grimes stories—“A Man-Eating Jeopard,” “Knife-River Prodigal,” “A Ring-Tailed Tornado,” “Golden Hope Christmas,” “Drums of the Sunset,” “Boot-Hill Payoff,” “Vulture’s Sanctuary,” and “The Vultures of Wahpeton”—lean toward the Northern Plains and upper Missouri River world suggested by names like Knife River and Wahpeton. Historically, these regions were shaped by the fur trade earlier in the century, then by river transport, military posts, and waves of settlement tied to railroads and land policy. The late nineteenth-century northern frontier also intersected with the Great Sioux War era (mid-1870s) and subsequent reservation enforcement, events heavily mythologized in U.S. memory. Howard’s adventure tone fits a setting already framed, in popular media, as harsher and more remote than the cattle towns. The “boot hill” motif nods to the period’s cemetery symbolism in Western lore, where violent death becomes a town’s grim foundation myth.

Economic insecurity and boom-and-bust cycles, familiar both to the historical West and to Howard’s 1930s readership, form an undercurrent across the collection. Frontier towns rose and fell with strikes, cattle prices, rail connections, and local patronage, creating a world where sudden reversals felt plausible. During Howard’s lifetime, the Great Depression intensified the public’s appetite for escapist genres while also sharpening interest in stories about desperate communities and improvised survival. Even comedic pieces about con men, crooked schemes, or sudden riots can be read against a broader American concern with instability and the thin line between respectability and ruin. Titles such as “Boot-Hill Payoff” and “Vulture’s Sanctuary” suggest economies of predation—people living off others’ losses—an idea that resonated in Depression-era popular fiction. The pulps often translated complex economic forces into personal conflict and moral comeuppance.

Technological and media shifts shaped how Howard and his readers imagined the West. By the 1910s and 1920s, Western films had standardized visual tropes—street duels, saloons, posse chases—that fed back into prose fiction. Radio and mass advertising further unified American popular taste, encouraging stories that delivered quick recognition and strong set pieces. Howard’s Westerns frequently feel staged for spectacle: riots, sudden brawls, and tightly framed confrontations, which align with the cinematic grammar already familiar to audiences. Historically, this is part of the West’s transformation from region to repertoire—an accessible set of images and plot structures that could be recombined across media. The stories’ brisk pacing and episodic escalation reflect pulp and film’s mutual influence in the interwar entertainment ecosystem. That ecosystem helped fix the Western as a national myth even as the country modernized rapidly in real time, with automobiles, electrification, and new consumer habits reshaping everyday life far from the frontier stage set Howard deployed.
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    The 'Breckinridge Elkins' Saga — Bear Creek & Mountain Feuds (Mountain Man; A Gent From Bear Creek; The Road To Bear Creek; War On Bear Creek; The Feud Buster; Cupid From Bear Creek; The Riot At Cougar Paw; Evil Deeds At Red Cougar; High Horse Rampage; No Cowherders Wanted)
These tales center on Breckinridge Elkins, a colossal, hot-blooded backwoodsman whose strength and literal-minded honor repeatedly collide with town politics, family feuds, and the rough etiquette of the frontier. Across brawls, courtships, and community flare-ups, small grievances escalate into outsized scrapes that force Breckinridge to choose between clan loyalty and a broader sense of justice. The prevailing tone is comic and kinetic—swaggering tall-tale exaggeration paired with sudden, hard-edged danger.
The 'Breckinridge Elkins' Saga — Guns, Outlaws, and Hard Justice (Guns Of The Mountains; The Scalp Hunter; The Haunted Mountain; The Apache Mountain War; Pilgrims To The Pecos; Pistol Politics; The Conquerin' Hero Of The Humbolts; Sharp's Gun Serenade; Texas John Alden)
In these more action-forward adventures, Breckinridge is pulled into conflicts involving raids, outlawry, contested territory, and volatile local power struggles where a single misunderstanding can ignite open violence. Each story pushes him from rustic isolation into wider frontier pressures—law versus vigilantism, settler ambition versus survival, and the uneasy bargains that keep a town standing. Howard’s style blends breakneck momentum with blunt moral stakes, often letting humor give way to grim consequence when the shooting starts.
The 'Pike Bearfield' Saga — Frontier Grit & Mob Justice (While Smoke Rolled; A Gent From The Pecos; Gents On The Lynch; The Riot Of Bucksnort)
Pike Bearfield moves through a harsher West where reputation, quick decisions, and collective panic can matter as much as marksmanship. These stories focus on communal violence—riots, lynch-law impulses, and sudden stampedes of opinion—testing whether courage and common sense can restrain a crowd once it starts to run. The tone is leaner and more hard-bitten than the Bear Creek yarns, emphasizing tension, moral ambiguity, and the cost of frontier “order.”
The 'Buckner Jeopardy Grimes' Saga — Tall Tales, Peril, and Rough-Edged Humor (A Man-Eating Jeopard; Knife-River Prodigal; A Ring-Tailed Tornado; Golden Hope Christmas; Drums of the Sunset; Boot-Hill Payoff; Vulture's Sanctuary; The Vultures of Wahpeton)
Buckner Jeopardy Grimes headlines a run of stories that revel in outsized frontier incident—unlucky jobs, dangerous country, and larger-than-life adversaries—where survival hinges on nerve, cunning, and resilience. The episodes range from comedic misadventure to ominous pursuits and standoffs, often pivoting on a sudden reveal of who holds real power in a given town or badland. As a group they showcase Howard’s signature blend of swaggering pulp momentum, vivid violence kept just off-center from farce, and a recurring interest in how legends are made under pressure.
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I 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. I ain't goin' to larrup you."

He come up, and said: "Breckinridge, ain't that a 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 swar, 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 I 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 Tomahawk?" 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 ba'r he tangled with, and Bill is busy skinnin' the ba'r. You been to whar the trail passes, goin' to Tomahawk. All you got to 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 techybut don't forgit that yore pap was once the rough-and- tumble champeen of Gonzales County, Texas. And whilst yo're feelin' 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 awhile, 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, I div 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, but I 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 what a fix I was in! He'd even stole my moccasins.

I couldn'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 went on, what if 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, butwhat kind of people live in these hills, anyway?"

"Most of 'em's Democrats," I 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.

"My underclothes, too?" 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 thinghow 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 backwards 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.

They swarmed around mecowboys, 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?"

"I ain'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 sheriff 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.

I 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 thingthe 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.

"Aw, I reckon he knows what he's doin'," said McVey. "Gwan."

So Richards left, and the sheriff and Kirby walked around me like I 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 r'arin' 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."

The first thing I knowed, they had laid hold of me and was pulling my clothes off, so it dawned on me that I 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; I 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 got to 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 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 everybody yelled, 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 corner.

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 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," I 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," I 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 hill- billy 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," I said, 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!"

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. So I whirled and bent over and lashed out backwards 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 a 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!"

"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 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 fast I 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 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 everoh, 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 doorthat's when I got that slug in my hipand 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'm dyin'," 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 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 it over. 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 roof to 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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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 gun-fighting 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.

It was 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 in to howling his woes to the stars like a wolf with the belly- ache. 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 I 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: "Breckinridge," says he, "I've endured Uncle Garfield's belly-achin' all I aim to. I want you to go look for his cussed watch, and don't come back without it."

"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?" I demanded.

"Well," said pap, "Uncle Garfield's visits allus lasts a year, at least."

At this I bust into profanity.

I said: "I got to stay away from home a year? Dang it, pap, Jim Braxton'll steal Ellen Reynolds away from me whilst I'm gone. I been courtin' that girl till I'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 choicebut, 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 I 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 bee-line 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 loud mouthed 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
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