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LAWLESS TOWN! 71

in his eyes as he said, flat and toneless:

“It's gone far enough, fellows. Break
it up.” And when they hesitated, a score
baffled by one man, he added. “I’ll not tell
you twice. Call my hand if you wish, but
Barton will take a slug between his eyes.
You, fat shorty, will get another button
hole 1 that red shirt. And you, bucktooth
boy, I'll blast that grin off your face!”

It crystallized their decisions. They dis-
persed.

Without relaxing his guard, Tom lis-
tened to Barton say, “So that’s how th’
assay runs on you, Toney. We’d heard you
was square, wondered why you got kicked
out of office. Now it’s clear. You're a
Menifee rat, too. You better pack an’
travel. It’s showdown.”

White-lipped, Tom watched him stalk
off. He was suddenly conscious that Dude
Ormond was gone. He saw him stagger-
ing along a far walk. And as he watched,
Jean Barclay appeared, moving to Or-
mond’s side, taking him by an arm. Once
she looked beyond him, straight at Toney.
There was a half-smile on her lips. Be-
cause of the distance, Tom couldn’t read
whether 1t was approval or scorn.

Morose and bitter, he stared at the
crumpled San Fran hat in the dusty street
—a street in which he stood alone.

Even Tubac Jenkins didn’t understand.
““I don’t blame you, younker. Th’ mouthy
tin-badge was gittin’ a short-card deal.”

Tom didn’t attempt to explain.

Tubac hitched at his britches, declar-
ing. “I know I'm goin’ to Californy. Hell’s
due to pop here. Ormond’s been thrown
from his high horse. He’ll fade away to
other parts. Menifee’s kind can never see
th’ handwritin’ on th’ wall. Ain’t nary a
thing to stop th’ rancher-miner combine
from cleanin’ their plow. Me, I'm too
dangnabbed old to be in th’ nudst of such
a mess! You better decide to come along.”

Dragoon’s sullen hostility was a thing
of substance, closing in around Tom as he
clumped homeward. Jeffries, from his sad-

dle shop doorway, eyed him coldly. That
didn’t matter to Tom, but the fact that
the little man had belted on a big Colt did.
He knew Jeffries couldn’t use it worth
a damn.

He tried to feel indignant. When he’d
worn the star, no townsman had been
obliged to strap on hardware. He thought
of Califormia—could a fellow sink roots
there 7 How much of him would he leave
behind here? In his ’dobe, he hunted up
his battered old telescope valise.

All afternoon Dragoon was ominously
quiet. The three o’clock mine shifts didn’t
beeline into town as usual. It was around
the supper hour when they began trickling
in, solemn punchers in twos and threes,
grave groups of miners. Tom stood in his
portal and, with a sense of futility, ob-
served i1t. He’d done little when he spiked
the premature opening guns. This was it.
Ormond’s downfall had set the stage.

It occurred to him that if Menifee no
longer had any law buffer, or any prestige
of law to lean upon, neither was there
any to hamstring him in his course of
action. Because it was innate with him, he
had respected Ormond’s star, for what
it should represent.

He drew his .44’s absently inspecting
them. What could he do? Stick his neck
out again, and get it wrung this time?
They couldn’t understand his motives. To
them, he was either on one side or the
other, and they were in the mood to in-
clude him in the clean-up anyway.

Why be foolish? Menifee’s crooked

paths didn’t cross Toney’s. He'd been a

peace officer too long. I_et the other man
look out for himself. He thrust the Colts
in his holsters.

CHAPTER FOUR

Powdersmoke Pattern

T THE slap-slap of running feet in

the yard, he spun nervously. A beet-
faced, overstuffed figure appeared on the
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OUTCAST OF THE PURPLE HILLS 45

For the voice was that of a woman.
And as the small, mannish-clad figure
gained its feet, her hand spit fire and a
-bullet chugged into the dust beside Kit’s
head.

“Hold 1t "’ he cried.

“You hold it,” snapped a furious
feminine voice. “Did you think you were
bulldogging a steer? \Vho are you?
Speak up!”’

Kit had to chuckle. She was really
mad. “I own the place,” he said, “and
I'm touchy about who gets in without an
invitation. If you came to steal something,
tell me what 1t 1s and I'll give it to you.”

“Harrumph!” she snorted derisively.
“You're just like your brother said.
You've lived alone so long your brain’s
addled.”

Kit lunged to his feet. ‘“Deuce?” he
caid. ‘““Deuce? You've talked to him?”

“You could, at least, bulldogger,” she
said scornfully, “invite a lady into the
house so we can have some light on the
subject.”

Kit showed a bit of his own temper now
as he went past her into the cabin.
“There’s always a hght for a lady, but
if you’ll wait just a moment I'll roll out
the red carpet, Your Highness.”

She {ollowed him into the room, remain-
mmg by the door as he touched a match to
the lamp. When he had trimmed the wick
to kill the smoke, he turned and looked at
her.

Her figure was slender and boyish in
levis and plaid shirt. Copious blond hair
spilled from under the flat crowned som-
brero she wore to frame a delicately
tanned face. She had her square little
chin thrust out at him now and her {full,
curving rich lips were pulled thin. There
was a blaze smouldering deep within her
smoky blue eyes.

She said now, “I hope you're quite
finished. Staring at a person like that.
No wonder somebody pushed your face
in.”

Kit flushed and pawed consciously at
his bruised countenance. Then he snapped
at her. “I see little of which you should
be so proud. You spoke of Decuce, Your
Highness.”

“My name,” she said coldly, “is Minty
Dorne, daughter of Mac Dorne of the
Lazy D.”

“I’ve heard of the iron,’
Kit laconically.

“And maybe, by chance,” she said,
“have a few head of them running with
yours.”’

When Kit bowed his neck and anger
shot into his eyes, she said quickly, “I’m
sorry I said that. But we’re all so upset,
with the Gila Gang deviling us right and
left.”

Kit motioned her to a chair and took
the one across the table from her. “I
suppose,” he said slowly, “you came to
tell me he’s one of them and I should do
something about it.”

“You jump to conclusions like you
jump at people,” she reprimanded. “I've
come because he’s always spoken so high-
ly of you.” Her voice became gentle and
low. “But he has been acting mighty
mysterious lately. He needs you now, Kit.
Needs you badly.”

Kit looked down at the table top. A
strange emotion shot through him at the
use of his name. Then he realized her
softness of tone had been prompted by
thoughts of Deuce. He immediately thrust
his feelings down and looked back up at

her.

““What is he doing now?” he asked.
‘““Anything bad ?”

)

ackncwledged

HE studied Kit for a moment herself

and again there were great depths be-
hind those smoky blue eyes. ‘“Nothing
for the moment you can put your finger
on,”’ she said. ‘““Not yet. But he’s seemed
to have fallen under the spell of Lita
Montez’s charm—and anything might

happen.”
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