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It spelled
trouble—in a
big way.

Dusty Fog knew this when he
agreed to become marshal of Mulrooney, Kansas—knew it and accepted
it because he had good men at his back. Yet it seemed that not even
the combined talents of Dusty Fog, Mark Counter, the Ysabel Kid,
Waco and gambler Frank Derringer could handle the feud between
Freddie Woods and her chief rival in the saloon business, Buffalo
Kate.

The feud came to a rip-roaring,
brawling head one day when Buffalo Kate faced Freddie and warned, “This town isn’t big
enough for the both of us. One of us has to go!”
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Author’s Note

While complete in
itself, the
events in this book run concurrently with those told in
The Making of a
Lawman.


Chapter One

Crisis in Mulrooney

‘I tell you, Miss Freddie,
I saw a drive headed for Brownton this morning.’

The speaker leaned both hands on the
polished top of the table as he spoke, looking across it at Freddie
Woods who sat in the place of honor. Then he stiffened up again for
he had no wish to show disrespect to the woman.

None of the men at the table wished to show
anything but respect to Freddie. Most of them owed her something;
all owed their presence in the town of Mulrooney, Kansas, to her
persuasion and lead. It had been Freddie who stirred them up in
their dying town back East, gave them the idea of moving out West
and provided the incentive for them to make the journey to where
they could found a town along the ever-advancing railroad, in the
hope of waxing rich from the Texas trail drive trade.

And why not?

The herds from Texas must come to the
railroad to find a market. There did not appear to be any reason
why the trail bosses should not select Mulrooney as the point where
they met the cattle-buyers from the East.

What then caused the concern among the
members of the town council as they sat around a table in the
comfortable, well-furnished dining-room of Freddie’s suite on the
floor above her Fair Lady Saloon?

One thing. A small thing the Kansas City
Land Office agent forgot to mention. Nothing much really; the kind
of thing a man with his eye on a large commission as a result of so
extensive a sale of land might be excused for overlooking.

There was a second town with exactly the
same aims in mind not six miles west along the railroad track.

By the time the citizens of
Mulrooney learned this detail, they had invested their savings in
building stock-pens, homes, business premises of
various
kinds, a stout stone jail—which ought to pay for itself in fines
levied against various law-breaking visitors—a strongly made,
well-equipped bank where the cattle-buyers could leave their wealth
in safety, and all the other amenities a trail-end town would
need.

Brownton, the rival town, had much the
same amenities and was built, as Mulrooney had been, ready for the
start of another year’s trail drive season. Then both towns sat
back and waited for the long-horned wealth of the Lone Star State
to walk north into their hands. Both towns might survive, but that
was doubtful. They were too close together and one would almost
certainly receive the bulk of the trade while the other gradually
starved out.

Now it seemed that the first drive of the
year had gone into Brownton. The news brought the town council to
Freddie’s rooms to convene a meeting and discuss ways and means of
saving their investments.

‘The others will follow,’
Shadrack Birnbaum pointed out, nervously twisting a whisky glass
between fat fingers.

‘Not necessarily,’ objected
Cyrus Courtland, the big, burly and shrewd town banker. ‘From what
I heard it was only a small local herd.’

Birnbaum shook his head. He was a small,
fat, merry-looking man with an amazing capacity for worry. The only
time Birnbaum seemed content was when he had a pile of worries
gathered over his head.

‘But the hands from that herd
will go down trail and tell others about Brownton,’ he said. ‘I
don’t know much about cattle drives, but I can’t see a trail boss
going looking for a town that might exist when he hears about
another town that certainly exists. That’s logic.’

‘As you say, Shad,’ Freddie
Woods answered. ‘That’s logic.’

Turning her grave face from Birnbaum,
Freddie looked at the other men around the table. Courtland
everlastingly chewing on his cigar; Schafer the hotel keeper
drumming his fingers on the table top; Sherill, who with Birnbaum
represented the storekeepers’ interests; Dongelon, owner of the
only other saloon so far open, and Sanders, the railroad depot
agent. She knew them all. Good men, intelligent men—but family men.
Every one of them had come west at her instigation, leaving the
semi-security of the crowded East in the hope of making a fortune
on the plains of the Kansas range country. At her suggestion, every
one of the men had sunk his savings into the town and Freddie had
no wish to see them fail.

However, not one face showed a rat-like
eagerness to desert a possibly sinking ship. Their town had been
born—hatched might be a better word, for all hoped it would prove
to be a golden egg—now all wanted to see it succeed, to grow, give
them a living and become their permanent home.

‘I think we’re being
unduly pessimistic, gentlemen,’ Freddie went on. ‘They do say that
one swallow doesn’t make a summer.’

‘Maybe not, Miss Freddie,’
Birnbaum replied. ‘But that one trail drive might make
Brownton.’

‘Possibly,’ Freddie
agreed. ‘I’ve something to tell you in the strictest confidence. It
must not go beyond these walls. The railroad plan to run a branch
line up into Montana Territory, and Philip Chaseman, he’s head of
construction, will build it from here or Brownton, whichever town
seems most likely to succeed. I don’t need to point out that the
town which gets the spur line will most certainly survive and
grow.’

‘Then we have to get the trail
drive trade,’ Courtland stated firmly.

‘How?’ asked
Dongelon.

‘We might try sending
riders out to scout for trail herds and give the news about our
town,’ Freddie suggested. ‘And there’s another point. The railroad
don’t want to run their spur line from a wild, wide-open
town.’

‘We’ll need a constable,
or a marshal,’ Sherill said.

Any defeatist thoughts the others might have
held departed as the town council settled down to discuss ways and
means of gathering the trail drive trade and handling their town
once customers began to flow in. After half an hour Freddie brought
the meeting to a close.

‘So it stands this way,
gentlemen,’ she said. ‘We will have the decision from Chaseman in
four weeks. I propose that we hang on until then and put our plans
for steering trail drives and other trade to town into operation.
All in favor?’

A chorus of ‘ayes’ showed that the council
stood unanimously behind their lady mayor. Rising from her chair,
Freddie crossed the room and opened its door. A pretty little
blonde girl stood before the door, bending at an angle which would
have placed her eye, or ear, to the keyhole.

‘I was only tying me shoelace,
Miss Freddie,’ she gurgled, straightening up and meeting her
employer’s smiling eyes.

‘I’m sure you were, Babsy. Tell
one of the girls to bring a tray of drinks up here, then come to my
bedroom and help me change.’

Turning, Freddie entered the dining-room and
passed through it to her bedroom. After delivering her boss’s
orders to the bar, Babsy Smith followed Freddie and found her
assistance in the capacity of maid was not required.

Mistress and maid were alike in one thing:
their accents were British, not American. There any similarity
ended. Freddie spoke with a cultured, upper-class accent and
Babsy’s voice proclaimed the fact that she had been born well
within the sound of Bow Bells.

Freddie stripped off the formal black dress
which went with her official position as mayor. Under it she wore a
daringly brief set of black lace underwear that did nothing to hide
the magnificent body under it. She stood five foot seven, with
black hair that was shorter than the current fashion and an almost
faultlessly beautiful face. Her breasts rose in two gorgeous globes
over a slender waist that needed no corset and which rose to
rounded hips and shapely legs encased in black silk stockings, the
black of her suspender straps making slashes down the white flesh
of her thighs. All in all Miss Freddie Woods, lady mayor of
Mulrooney, was a tolerable fine piece of woman-flesh.

Opening her clothes closet, Freddie took
out a skin tight green dress which most certainly would not have
done for the council’s meeting—although the male members might not
have objected to her wearing it She donned the dress, it left her
shoulders and arms bare and was cut low over the bosom, while a
slit from floor to thigh allowed her legs to show in a pleasing and
attractive manner.

Babsy looked like the kind of maid one saw
in a French farce. Her blonde hair was taken up in a curly pile on
top of her head and she had a pretty, mischievous and happy face
with wide blue eyes that looked in a kind of open innocence at the
world. Stripping off her formal—although she managed to make it
look informal—maid’s dress revealed that Babsy wore cheaper, but
just as brief, black underwear as her mistress.

‘Cor, Miss Freddie,’ Babsy said,
throwing a glance at herself in the full-length closet mirror. ‘I
wouldn’t half like to go down the Old Kent Road in
this.’

‘You’d be arrested before you
took two steps,’ Freddie replied and smoothed down her frock. ‘I’m
not exactly dressed for a hunt ball, am I?’

‘You wouldn’t half set the local gentry
going if you showed up like it, though. Not that you didn’t always,
my la—Miss Freddie.’

Even after eighteen months Babsy
occasionally almost slipped into the old manner of addressing her
mistress. Freddie threw a warning glance at her companion, although
she acknowledged that she was as much to blame as Babsy with her
mention of hunt balls. While the Right Honorable Lady Winifred
Amelia Besgrave-Woodstole attended hunt balls, Miss Freddie Woods
did not

‘How’d it go, Miss Freddie?’
Babsy asked.

‘I thought you
heard.’

‘Not all of it. I was only
listening to see how long you’d be. What got them all so hot under
the collar?’

‘The first trail drive has
reached Brownton.’

‘Ooo-er!’ Babsy gasped, her wide
eyes staring at her mistress, ‘That’s bad for us, isn’t
it?’

‘It’s not good, that’s for
sure. If we get the trade, we get the spur line for the railroad
from here. If not—’

Freddie allowed her words to trail away
although she never hesitated to take Babsy into her confidence.
While the little blonde could, and sometimes did, act in a
feather-headed fashion, she never discussed Freddie’s affairs.
Babsy knew more about her mistress than any other living person.
Back in England Babsy had held the minor and unimportant position
of between-stairs maid, about the lowest of the low in British
domestic hierarchy. Freddie picked the girl for her quick wits,
courage and cheery disposition, when setting out to see some of the
world. Since then she had never regretted the choice and doubted if
any other of her family’s retainers could have made the transition
from ‘tweeny’ to lady’s maid and companion with such ease and
competence. Since Freddie became a saloonkeeper, the little blonde
added to her duties by proving able to get up on a stage and sing
and dance in a manner much appreciated by the saloon’s
audiences.

‘Ready?’ Freddie asked on
completing her clothing change.

‘Yes’m.’

‘Let’s go and see how trade is
then.’

‘I just did,’ Babsy answered,
her voice losing some of its merriment. ‘It’s not good.’

While walking down the stairs, Freddie
looked around the large bar-room of her place. One thing which
caught the eye was the complete absence of male help in the room.
While Freddie hired swampers, old cowhands retired from riding the
range, the men rarely appeared during the hours when the saloon was
open to the public. For the rest, the games of chance were run by
girls Freddie had trained.

Friendly smiles and nods greeted Freddie
as she crossed the room, for she was more than a boss to her girls.
She acted as banker, counselor, mother-confessor and adviser on
affairs of the heart. Only once had she acted in another manner.
Big Sarah, the red-haired head barmaid—Freddie’s name for her
female bartenders—arrived shortly after the saloon opened and
stated firmly she did not intend to take orders from a
fancy-talking, sissy, dude Limey. Freddie let the matter ride until
after the few customers left that night, then she invited Sarah to
repeat the remarks. The resulting fight lasted for half an hour,
although for the last five minutes Freddie had it all her own way.
Strangely, Sarah respected Freddie after the licking she took and
became one of the lady saloonkeeper’s stoutest supporters. The
fight served two purposes; it brought Freddie a reliable boss
bartender who really knew her stuff; it also warned off the other
girls and none challenged Freddie’s right to give them orders after
seeing what happened to Big Sarah.

There was only one customer in the big
saloon. The saloon drew dribbles of trade from passing trains,
railroad construction workers and chance drifters. On that day only
one paying guest used the room. Somehow the emptiness of the room
appeared to make him look larger than life. Not that he was a small
man. In fact, Freddie was willing to admit she had never seen a
finer physical specimen than her solitary customer.

He would stand at least six foot three,
Freddie decided as she compared him with the waitress who cleared
meal things from his table and ogled him with frank admiration. On
sitting down, the customer had hung his expensive white Stetson
hat, its low crown and wide brim fixed Texas-style, on the back of
his chair. His golden blond hair was wavy and looked newly trimmed.
Studying the man’s face, Freddie decided it was the most handsome
she had ever seen, intelligent, strong-willed and virile as a
Grecian god of old. His shoulders had a great spread to them, but
he tapered down to a slim waist and long, powerful legs. In dress
he spelled top hand Texas cowboy, but also something of a dandy.
Freddie could tell silk when she saw it, and she saw it in the
blond’s tight-rolled green bandana which trailed long ends over his
costly, made-to-measure tan colored shirt. All of his clothing
looked expensive and he would have to buy it tailored to his
giant’s frame to obtain so perfect a fit, for no store would carry
his sizes as a stock item. The boots and gunbelt bore the look of
having been made by a master-craftsman, yet were strictly
functional. While the 1860 Army Colts in the belt’s contoured
fast-draw holsters had ivory butts and the Best Citizens’ Finish of
deep blue, Freddie gained the impression that they were not worn to
impress people or merely to look good.

‘Adonis with the build of
a Hercules,’ Freddie remarked, leaning on the bar and studying the
big blond man.

‘Huh?’ grunted Big Sarah,
who lacked a classical education.

‘Who is he?’ Freddie asked,
realizing that she must have spoken her thought aloud, and turning
to her head barmaid.

On the face of it, the question
did not make much sense, Freddie decided. Her barmaid was unlikely
to know the blond man. But Sarah did know him and her face showed
some surprise that a gal as smart and knowing as her well-respected
boss should profess ignorance of that handsome blond giant’s identity.

‘He ain’t that Adonis feller,
Miss Freddie,’ Sarah answered. ‘That there’s Mark Counter. I
remember him from the days when he worked as first deputy to Cap’n
Dusty Fog up at Quiet Town.’ i


Chapter Two

A Chance for Mulrooney

Freddie had heard both names. One could not
spend time in the range country without hearing about Dusty Fog and
Mark Counter. What she recalled having heard of them in connection
with the Texas cattle business caused Freddie to study the blond
giant with fresh interest.

Although he was the son of one of the Texas
Big Bend’s richest ranchers, and wealthy in his own right due to an
eccentric maiden aunt leaving him all her considerable fortune in
her will, Mark rode as an ordinary hand for Ole Devil Hardin’s O.D.
Connected ranch. Maybe not as an ordinary hand exactly, he was a
member of the elite of that tough and handy crew, the floating
outfit, and counted second to Dusty Fog in the ranch’s hierarchy.
If anything Mark could claim to be a slightly better cowhand than
Dusty Fog. His strength was a legend and had built up a reputation
of being a rangeland Hercules.

This then was the man who sat at a table
in the Fair Lady Saloon. He might offer an answer to all Freddie’s
prayers concerning the development and improvement of the
town.

Just as she turned from the bar, Freddie saw
her place had drawn in more customers. Five in all; but they were
not the sort of trade Freddie cared to attract even with the
prevailing slackness of business.

They came through the batwing doors,
pushing, jostling each other and generally indulging in horse-play
as if they had been celebrating somewhere. If they had, it was on
their own liquor for Freddie’s place alone had been opened that
morning. Wherever they bought it, all five appeared to be carrying
a skinful of liquor and that did not make Freddie any happier to
see them.

Behind the bar, Big Sarah threw a glance
at the bung-starter and made sure she could get to it and the Navy
Colt which lay in a box beneath the bar. Then she looked across at
Mark Counter, his presence making her feel uneasy in the face of
the new development. Mark was a cowhand, a good one; the five new
arrivals followed the trade of buffalo hunter, although far from
being in the class of Buffalo Bill Cody, Frank Mayer or other top
names in their profession. Cowhands and buffalo hunters were like
oil and water—flames and gun powder might be a more apt
description—they just did not mix.

For a moment the five men stood just
inside the door and studied the room. They all touched the six foot
mark, but were lean and gaunt. Long, shaggy hair trailed from under
cheap woolsey hats and none of the five appeared to have washed or
shaved in a week or more. Their buckskin shirts carried so much
dirt and dried buffalo blood that they might have been smelled
across the width of the room, while their U.S. Cavalry pants were
so encrusted with general muck that the original blue color no
longer showed. Each man wore Pawnee moccasins dirty and stinking
enough to turn even an Osage Indian’s stomach over in disgust. Each
man wore a gunbelt with a revolver at one side and a sheathed knife
at the other.

‘Yeeah!’ yelled the man in
the lead of the group, clearly their boss and in command of the
revels. ‘Just looky in here, boys. And you all saying we ought to
go to try what Brownton had to offer. Why here’s a whole
saloon-full of gals all eager and a-pining for us to happy ’em
up.’

‘Let’s grab off a gal each
a-piece, Sam,’ answered the red-haired man at the speaker’s right
side. ‘I’ll take me that black ha—’

Leaping forward with surprising speed and
agility, Stokey wrapped his arms around Freddie. The stench of
whisky—and not very good whisky at that—combined with the general
body odor of the man almost made Freddie retch and prevented her
from taking the appropriate action in her defense. All she could
manage to do was twist her head away as Stokey lowered his whiskery
face towards her.

‘Let’s have a kiss, gal,’
Stokey whooped. ‘Then we’ll get us—’

Which was as far as he got without
interruption. Even before Big Sarah could catch up her bung-starter
and come over the counter to help Freddie, Babsy went to her
mistress’s aid. Ducking under Red’s grabbing hands, Babsy darted
forward and landed a kick across Stokey’s left shin. He let out a
howl like a knife-stuck fattening pig and released his hold on
Freddie. Shoving the man back a pace, Freddie whipped around her
right hand to drive the fist against his jaw and stagger him back a
few steps. In this Stokey might have counted himself fortunate on
two scores. While holding Freddie, he had swung around so his back
was to the bar and went closer to it as she hit him. However,
Freddie could not land her punch with full power under such cramped
conditions, which was his first lucky break. Second piece of luck
being that he did not go back far enough for Sarah to reach him
with her bung-starter. If either condition had been more favorable
to Freddie, Stokey would have wound up on the floor and wondering
how so many flashing stars happened to be around his head in plain
daylight.

Putting a hand to his jaw, for the blow had
landed with sufficient force to hurt, Stokey let out a snarl of
rage.

‘You—!’ he began.

‘Don’t say it, you drunken
lout!’ Freddie hissed, the cold fury glowing in her eyes. ‘If you
can’t behave in here, get out!’

Mark Counter had been studying the
situation ever since it began, reaching the conclusion that he
could not sit back and watch ladies—and that black-haired beauty
was a real lady or he had never seen one—mishandled by a bunch of
half-drunk, stinking Yankee skin-hunters.

‘Like the lady said,’ Mark
drawled, walking forward. ‘The door’s there and the air outside’s
free.’

For a man of some considerable experience
in such matters Mark appeared to be making a bad error in his
tactics. When he halted Mark stood in the center of a half-circle
of buffalo hunters and it rapidly became a full circle around
him.

A grin creased Stokey’s face as he studied
Mark and prepared to give the signal for his bunch to jump the
dude-dressed Texan and hand him his needings. It would be amusing,
and give the appetite a whetting for later pleasure, to work that
nosey jasper over and mark him up good. Then the girls would know
what kind of out-and-out, hair-on-the-chest he-men were in the
saloon.

The only trouble being that Mark did not
wait to be jumped on, worked over and marked up; and he had a right
good and convincing argument for anybody who tried to do it.

Just as Stokey opened his mouth to give
the orders, Mark moved. Suddenly shooting out his hands, Mark
clamped hold of the front of Stokey’s shirt and lifted the man
clear from the ground. Nothing Mark could have done would have more
shocked the five men than did his display of strength. It shook a
man to see a feller he aimed to attack calmly lay hold of a
full-grown buffalo-hunter and heft him into the air with no more
trouble or sweat than a nurse showed in lifting a baby. With Stokey
held kicking and amazed in the air, Mark proceeded to deal with the
other members of the buffalo-hunting quintet

Even as the other four men started to move
forward, Mark swung Stokey around in a full circle. Using the still
amazed Stokey’s body as a club, Mark swept three of the remaining
four men from their feet, sending them sprawling as the flying body
hit them. The fourth man, Scar it was, either had more agility, or
less rot-gut whisky in his belly, than his friends. Whatever the
reason, he made a fast leap to the rear and avoided Stokey’s
swinging body. Once his friend passed, Scar leapt forward to the
attack once more, meaning to take Mark from the rear.

Having made his circle with Stokey for a
club, Mark kindly released the man, although without placing him on
the floor first. Mark had heard of the law of gravity and figured
it worked equally well for buffalo hunters as it did for everything
else, so Stokey would come to earth some place. Luckily for him,
Stokey landed on his feet; then his luck gave out. Although on his
feet, Stokey had no control of himself and teetered into the bar
not a yard from where Big Sarah stood and that was tempting
providence too far. Like the rest of the girls, Sarah had been
staring in open-eyed amazement at Mark’s display of strength, but
her instincts reacted almost without command from her brain. Out
came the bung-starter and whistled around to descend with a wooden
‘clunk!’ on the top of Stokey’s head. Sarah tended to be something
of an expert in the skilled application of a bung-starter to a
human head, knowing how to apply just enough force to render the
victim helpless without cracking the skull in doing it. A glassy
expression came to Stokey’s face and his body crumpled forward to
the sawdust covered floor.

‘Behind you!’ Freddie screamed
as Scar sprang forward.

Having released Stokey, Mark swung around to
meet the menace from the rear. Even while turning, his right
shoulder bunched and propelled a hard fist forward. Too late Scar
saw his danger. He tried to stop his forward movement, go back,
duck or do something to avoid being hit. All to no avail he tried.
Mark’s hard right fist caught Scar’s jaw and propelled the man
backwards and over the top of a table.

Although she gave the warning, Freddie
stood, like the rest of her girls, held motionless in wonder at the
blond giant’s display of strength. Not one of the girls gave a
thought to helping Mark attend to the other three buffalo
hunters.

Both the remaining men,
Whiskers and Slushy to their friends, had made their feet and were
attacking. A hand caught Mark’s shoulder and swung him around.
Whiskers’ other hand crashed against Mark’s jaw and staggered the
blond giant into a brutal blow in the back delivered by Slushy.
Grunting with pain, Mark arched his back and Whiskers, showing good
team-work with Slushy, landed a punch into Mark’s stomach then
whipped up a backhand drive to the Texan’s face. In the same move,
Slushy smashed both his hands on to the back of Mark’s neck. Dazed
by the blows, Mark stumbled forward and Whiskers hit him again.
Mark reeled a couple of paces, caught his balance and threw a right
which ripped into Whiskers’ ribs and flung the surprised man
sideways. That was when Whiskers’ luck ran out. He landed on his
knees before one of Freddie’s waitresses and the girl held a
stoutly made tray which she applied ringingly to the top of his
head. One blow did not quite do the trick of rendering
Whiskers hors de combat, so the girl measured him up and handed him a
second blow which served its purpose.

Two hands clamped around Mark from the
rear as he dealt with Whiskers, pinning his own arms to his side.
Slushy had made the move, intending to hold the big Texan helpless
and allow one of his friends the opportunity of settling Mark’s
hash once and for all. Only Slushy struck a slight snag, one which
might have filled him with a sense of frustration and panic had he
been given time to think about it His hands would barely meet
around the great spread
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