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To avert a bloody range war,
Lester Dukes, the governor of Texas, dispatched his two top
Enforcers, Yancey Bannerman and Johnny Cato, to Wolf Creek
Valley.
Cattleman Clint Garrett wanted all that land for himself and was in
no mood to share it with homesteaders, much less a
sheepman.

Yancey and Johnny
bought into the
situation posing as gunmen-for-hire, but quickly discovered that
there were other forces at work, most notably the gunfighter Hondo
Rhodes, whose gang inhabited the land just the other side of Wolf
Creek itself. Few people had ever dared to cross that stretch of
water, and those who did rarely came back. But the Enforcers didn’t
intend to let a simple creek stop their investigation, even though
it was known locally as … the Lobo Line.
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Chapter One – Plumb Loco!

 


“Sheep!” roared big Clint Garrett. “In cattle country? What kinda
loco idiot would bring sheep into north Texas?”

Buck Rand, foreman of the huge
Flying G, twisted up his thick lips. “Who you reckon?”

Garrett glared, in no mood for
games, but, at the same instant, the realization hit him: there was only one
man stupid enough, stubborn enough, to do a crazy thing like
this.

“Mace Dawson?”

Rand nodded. “The man hisself. We run him off
three months ago and now he’s back. Same part of the range where he
was homesteadin’ before, only now he’s runnin’ sheep instead of
just plain home-steadin’.”

Garrett was a big man, pushing
fifty, balding slightly, with the weathered and seamed
face of man who had
spent his lifetime in the outdoors. Even here, in the magnificence
of his big ranch house, he wore only burr-studded work trousers
tucked into the tops of scuffed half boots, a collarless shirt, and
frayed suspenders. No one would have picked him for one of the
richest and most powerful men in northwest Texas.

He leaned his hips back against a
highly-polished mahogany table and folded his arms, one finger
scratching at the stubble fringing his square jaw.

“Where’s Dawson now?”

“Hear he’s in town, tryin’ to get
anyone who might want to help him work his woollies.”

“The sheep?”

“On his section. Got a breed
Injun watchin’ ’em.”

Buck Rand was in his late
twenties, heavy-shouldered, bullnecked, oozing rude health, his
sleeves rolled up to reveal iron-hard and bulging biceps. His hat was
pushed to the back of his head and wispy fair hair curled down onto
his high forehead. His eyes were a cold, cruel pale blue. His hands
were calloused, the knuckles scarred. He wore a Colt Peacemaker low
down on his right thigh and he dropped a hand to the butt now as he
waited for further orders from his boss.

“Best not let him get any
foothold, Clint,” Rand said gently.

Garrett raised his head
quickly. “I
don’t need you to tell me that!” he snapped. He pushed off the
table, reached for his battered work hat, jammed it on and then
walked to a wall peg beside the big, cold fireplace, taking down
his six-gun rig and buckling it on. When he turned towards Rand, he
was not surprised to see the foreman smiling crookedly: Rand liked
a little violence. “All right, Buck. Send a couple men to take care
of that Injun shepherd. Get some of the boys ready for town. It’s
time I showed Mace Dawson—and the rest of them lousy
homesteaders—that when I run a man out, he stays out. Or, if he’s loco enough to come back,
he stays there: six feet down in Boothill!”

 


Mace Dawson was a tall, lean man
in his early forties. He was an intense man who had strong feelings
about his rights and those of other men. He was not a man of
violence—or
so he claimed—but he was fighter just the same.

He figured he had been given a raw deal in
Mesquite Wells.

Four months back, he had decided
to homestead a full section of land out in Arapaho Valley, along
with a lot of other pioneers, some loners like
himself,
others with established families, looking for land of their own.
That was fine—in theory.

In practice, it
wasn’t so
good.

Arapaho Valley had been free
range, used by the Flying G for many years, and Clint Garrett
didn’t take
kindly to sodbusters moving in, whether they had government backing
or not. He set out to stop any of them proving-up. Homesteaders
flowed in faster than Garrett could kick them out. He had himself
one big problem. Especially when Mace Dawson arrived and began to
weld the homesteaders into a tight-knit group who were beginning to
resist Garrett’s overriding tactics.

Garrett, a stubborn, arrogant
man, saw Dawson as his biggest challenge. He concentrated all his attention on
the man; tore down his fences; let him get his crops established,
then stampeded a herd across that part of Dawson’s land and
trampled everything. A partly-completed barn was mysteriously
burned to the ground.

Dawson made the mistake of
bracing Garrett outside the Flying G ranch house. Buck Rand and the hardcase
crew moved in on him, disarmed him, beat him up and then carried
his unconscious body, roped across a horse, to the county line and
dumped him in a waterhole.

It was the last they expected to
see of Mace Dawson ...

Now he was back. Smelling of
sheep, and ready for trouble.

His rangy form straightened at
the bar of the Pokerface Saloon and he leaned his bony elbows on
the zinc edge as he looked around the room. It was the saloon that
had been frequented most by the homesteaders in Mesquite Wells, but
the occasional cattleman wandered in and, unless he was out for
trouble, was generally left in peace. There were still cowmen way
down the far end of the valley who had no hostility against the
homesteaders—not many, but some, mostly small-timers who savvied
the fight the homesteaders had on their hands and didn’t make it
any harder for them.

Mace Dawson raked his brown gaze over the
gathered drinkers.

“All I want is two men to help me
put up fences. The sheep mostly look after themselves, given a
pasture to graze in. A man can stand guard, but the dogs’ll do most
of the rounding-up. Two men—how about it? Pay will be
good.”

One of the homesteaders,
a gray-haired
man going by the name of Kennedy, lifted a half-filled glass of
beer.

“’Scuse me for remindin’ you, Mace
but, when you went before, you had the seat out of your britches
and crowbait you called a hoss.”

Dawson nodded, unsmiling.
“True. I went with
nothin’, less than what I came in with. Got me a grubstake from an
old sourdough while I was recuperatin’ from Garrett’s one-sided
beatin’. He was doin’ a piece of prospectin’ at the time. We struck
a vein of gold over in Colorado. Not a bonanza, but enough to set
him up for the rest of his days, and some left over for me to buy
sheep and come back here to claim what’s rightly mine.”

Kennedy and the other
homesteaders murmured amongst themselves. The gray-haired man shook his
head.

“Mace, you got us together
before. But we’ve drifted apart while you been away. We’ve seen
rough times, but not near as rough when we banded together and
tried to fight the Flying G. I don’t think you’re gonna find anyone
who wants to cross Garrett this time. ’Specially after you came
undone afore. We’re sorry.”

Mace Dawson
didn’t seem
too surprised. It was almost what he had expected.

“Don’t let that no-good fool you.
He’s left you alone only because it’s suited him. He’s been on
round-up. But it’s almost over. He’s gonna start on you
again—you’ll see. And soon. You need to be tight-knit, able to show
him you ain’t gonna be pushed around!”

“Like you?” called a man from the
center of the group, named Morris. “You want us to bring in sheep
too? To cow country? No, Mace, it’s direct provocation. You’re
spoilin’ for a fight an’ you want us to back you up. Most of us’ve
got families. If we can walk around trouble, we will. You gotta
give us that right, to make our own decision, our own
mistakes.”

Dawson’s gaze was hard. “You’re doin’ fine
at that. But, okay. I’ll buy other men if I have to, but I aim to
move my sheep into the valley and keep them there.”

“Hell, Mace, you’re just bein’
stubborn!” called a homesteader called Bedford. “You wanna get back
at Garrett!”

“I ain’t denyin’ it! Wouldn’t
you? But, beyond that, I see more to it than just thumbin’ my nose
at Garrett by bringin’ in sheep—”

“By hell, so do I!” cut in
Kennedy. “Bringin’ in sheep will throw every cowman in the valley
in with Garrett! Agin you and us!”

Dawson held up a hand.
“We knew we had a
fight on our hands before. This time’s no different. Just a herd of
sheep instead of an acre of crops. You gotta realize, no matter
what we do, it’s gonna gall Garrett. Just us bein’ here galls the hell outta
him!”

“We try not to give him an excuse
to go agin us,” Kennedy said, quietly, “an’ it’s been working since
you been away.”

Dawson smiled
crookedly.
“Looks like I don’t get a welcome from either side! Well, no
matter. I’ll go it alone if I have to. But I aim to prove-up on my
land. And Garrett or the devil hisself ain’t gonna stop me.” His
voice quietened suddenly, as he looked around in more friendly
manner at the group. “We could do it, if we’d stick together. Just
show a solid wall of resistance, stronger than before, and we could
have our families’ futures set in this valley. I know we could.
Think of it.”

Before he had drained his glass
of beer, he
saw that they were thinking about it, watching them in the mirror as they
spoke among themselves.

For the first time since coming
back to Mesquite Wells, Mace Dawson felt he could have a
chance ...

Then the batwings smashed open
and he knew any decision the homesteaders might make now would come too
late to save him.

Clint Garrett, closely followed by Buck Rand
and half a dozen Flying G hardcases, came stomping into the room,
holding rifles. Garrett himself didn’t have a gun in his hand, but
he was wearing a six-gun on his hip and the way he came charging
down the room Dawson knew he was loaded for bear.

There was no use Dawson reaching
for his own gun. The cowmen were spreading out in a half circle,
menacing the others as well as the slim sheepman.

Garrett and Rand faced him.

“I told you not to come back to
Arapaho Valley,” the big cowman gritted.

“Still a free country, Garrett,
no matter how different you feel about this neck of the woods,”
Dawson replied calmly.

Garrett’s eyes narrowed. “I feel plenty
about this neck of the woods, sheepman! It’s cow country for one
thing. Pure an’ simple. No room for sodbusters, homesteaders—or
sheep!”

Dawson flicked his eyes to the deadly Rand
and beyond to the other armed rannies.

“There’s room for everyone, Garrett, if you
gave us half a chance this valley’s one helluva big
place.”

“No place is big enough for sheep
and cattle to run side-by-side!”

“You’re wrong, Garrett. If you’d
just back off and leave us be, we’d let you …”

Dawson broke off as Buck Rand
suddenly
stepped forward and rammed the muzzle of his rifle hard into his
midriff. Mace Dawson gagged as the barrel took him just above the
belt. His knees buckled, he doubled over. Rand brought the steel
butt-plate of the rifle swinging up in a short arc. It clipped
Dawson on the side of the head and sent him crashing against the
bar. Rand stepped in and kicked him in the stomach and Dawson
stretched out on the floor, moaning.

“Now just a minute!” snapped
Kennedy in the face of the cowmen’s guns, glaring at Clint Garrett.
“No need for this kind of thing, Garrett. He’s bein’
peaceable.”

The big rancher looked at him
coldly. “You
wanna buy in, Kennedy, you step out here!”

He pointed to the floor in front of him.

Kennedy swallowed and stayed
put, saying nothing. He flushed, ashamed, but knew it was pointless to
walk out there just to be beaten senseless. The homesteaders behind
him shuffled their feet uneasily.

Rand gestured to the white-faced
barkeep. “Throw a slop-bucket over him. He smells like the goddamned
plague,” he commanded.

The barkeep hurried to obey and poured a
bucket of water over the semi-conscious sheepman. Mace Dawson shook
his head and groped to hands and knees, gagging.

He clawed at the front of the
bar, got a grip on the zinc edge and staggered to
his feet.

Buck Rand brought the gun barrel down hard
across his fingers.

Dawson cursed and let go,
falling backwards to sprawl on the floor. Buck Rand stomped on
his gun hand.
Mace Dawson moaned and rolled over, coming up onto his knees,
hugging his mangled hand to his chest. Rand hit him with the gun
butt again. He went down, bleeding, unconscious.

Garrett raked a cold glare
around at the silent, gray-faced homesteaders.

“That’s what awaits any man loco
enough to think he can brace me. Now, at the moment, I’m toleratin’
you fellers. Only ’cause it suits me. Pretty soon it won’t damn
well suit me. You fellers think on that.” He gestured to the
unconscious Dawson. “And remember how Dawson looks right now. Now
get out onto the porch all of you. I ain’t finished yet. There’s
gonna be one more picture of Dawson you can carry in your minds.
C’mon! Move!”

The cowmen herded the
homesteaders out onto the boardwalk. More cowboys were already
there and waiting. They had a lodgepole, a bucket of tar with a
long-handled brush, and a sack of chicken feathers.

Kennedy exchanged uneasy glances
with his fellow sod-busters. They looked away, knowing they should do
something but lacking the courage.

Dawson was stripped naked and
was regaining his senses by the time they had him tied to a hitch rail. He
lifted his head and an involuntary moan escaped him as he blinked
his eyes open. The right eye was sticky with blood that trickled
down from a gash on his forehead. His eyes jerked wide when he saw
the brush dripping with tar stabbing at his face. He jerked his
head back, cursing, hearing the mocking laughter of the
cowmen.

The tar took him in the mouth and smeared across his
cheek. He gagged and spat, felt the burn of it on his tongue and
inside his mouth. Then the tar-loaded brush stabbed at him again
and fouled his hair, then an ear. It slammed into his neck,
crisscrossed his chest. In five minutes, he was dripping with the
stinking stuff.

Clint Garrett himself emptied the sack of
chicken feathers over him.

Townsfolk who had
gathered to
watch the spectacle, guffawed right along with the cowboys.
Homesteaders weren’t all that popular.

When the laughter died down and he could be
heard, Mace Dawson lifted his head and spat.

“You’ll—regret—this—Gar—Garrett!”
he croaked. “I’ll—fix—you!”

Garrett chuckled. “I won’t hold my breath
while I’m waitin’, Dawson!”

That brought a fresh burst of laughter from
the cowboys. Then Garrett sobered and nodded to the four men
holding the rail that supported the roped-and-tarred
homesteader.

“Run this plucked chicken outta
town!” he growled.

As the Flying G
ranch hands started
forward townsmen picked up gravel and handfuls of dirt and pelted
him.

“And keep the stink of sheep
outta Mesquite Wells and Arapaho Valley!” called Buck Rand, hurling
an egg-sized rock that smashed hard between Dawson’s weakened
shoulders, knocking him to the ground. Garrett’s men grabbed his
feet and dragged him through the dust ...

Clint Garrett turned back to the huddled
homesteaders.

“Think about that,” he said in
clipped tones. “Then get on back to your dirt-scratchin’—an’ start
packin’, if you got any senses!”

He turned and strode towards his big bay
mare and stepped a little stiffly up into the saddle, gesturing to
the rest of his men to mount up.

“Ride on across to the Palace
boys,” Garrett told them. “The drinks are on me.”

The cowboys
didn’t need a
second invitation.

The homesteaders broke up in silence,
hanging their heads in shame.

From the shade of a tree near
the blacksmith’s forge, a swarthy medium-tall man in checked shirt and
with a short, x-shaped scar on his left cheekbone, drew
thoughtfully on a cheroot.

His name was Rhodes. Like Mace
Dawson, he was a
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