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Dangerous Ground

 

Chapter 1

 

He was used to the smell of dust, but in this town it wasn't the clean smell it was out in the pastures. A passing rider on a single-foot bay had stirred up the grit. He wondered again why he'd ever taken this marshal job, but then his mind always came back to how broke he was when he'd shot Curly Snowdon as he mounted his horse after robbing the Bowie Bank. There was no marshal in the town at that time, and the citizens whose money he'd saved immediately hired him for the job.

It wasn't a bad job, overall. In the winter he particularly liked the idea of waking up on a cold morning knowing he wouldn't have to mount a ringy bronc and chase through mesquite thorns after cow brutes, but then came spring, and the temptation to chuck the badge and ride out where the long winds blew was so strong he nearly always fought with himself. And it was spring again.

Jules Harding stepped off the boardwalk and into the street, reflecting that there was no jingle of spurs as there had been for so long. A town man had no need to wear heel cutters, and now that his pants were over his boot tops rather than inside them, the spurs would have been an extra nuisance anyway. 

Almost to the Alhambra Saloon--there must be one of those in every town in the west--Harding stepped back up onto the boardwalk and paused in the shade to look up and down the street. All was quiet as far as he could see, as late afternoon drew evening toward it. Darkness made the ground dangerous, but then danger was what he was paid for. He walked on and looked over the batwing doors and into the saloon. Sooner or later he knew he would probably have to close this place down and run Jake O'Hanlon out of town, but not tonight.

Everything in the saloon seemed quiet, so the marshal moved on to the Lady Gay. This was Bowie's only gambling house. Sure, the other places had card games going on from time to time, but Bert Mayfield had brought in blackjack and faro tables and chuck-a-luck cages. Women of low reputation ran these games, though they were a step above the dancehall girls at Maude's or the soiled doves at Madame Lange's.

Jules went in and wandered around watching the play, and also watching the pretty girl at the faro table. There was something about her that made him wonder why she was working in the place, for she seemed different from the other women, and she never spoke to the men who played at her table, except to call out cards. She looked up as though feeling his eyes on her and lifted the corners of her mouth in a small smile. He wondered if the nickname came from her creamy complexion. Peaches.

As near as he could tell the games were on the up and up, but not being a gambler he couldn't know for sure. Mayfield, solid stomach pushing out his flowered vest, pushed through the crowd around Peaches Malone's faro table and said in an oily voice, "Care for a drink, Marshal?" Mayfield knew Harding never touched the stuff, but it was his normal greeting. The marshal ignored him as if he had never spoken, and the red of anger colored the gambler's neck and cheeks.

Usually he was careful around Harding, knowing that his business depended on the lawman's good report, but tonight was different. "I spoke to you, lawman, and it's only polite for you to acknowledge my question." He gritted out.

Harding slowly looked the man up and down, from his highly polished shoes to the well-cut black frock coat. Mayfield was bald on top, but he tried to cover it by growing his dark brown hair long on the right side and combing it up over the crown of his head. It didn't do much to cover his baldness, but it sure showed his vanity. Further, he affected a van dyke beard and moustache. This man was a dandy, and proud of himself; he expected everyone to ask how far when he said "jump!" "I'm real picky about who I talk to, Mayfield, and I don't choose to talk to you right now," Harding replied, looking back at the faro game.

He heard the rustle of clothing behind him and he did the unexpected thing, it was what had kept him alive for a year as marshal, he just bent over and shoved the weight that landed on his back right on over and into chuck-a-luck table, scattering cage, dice, chips and players all over the place. When he straightened he turned and looked first at the large man trying to get out of the mess, and then at the gambler. "Now, I'm talking to you, slicker! I always knew you were too big a coward to fight your own battles, but you put your hired muscle on me again and you'll share a cell with him, do I make myself clear?" The last five words were said right in Mayfield's face as Harding had gathered up his expensive cravat and bunched it right under his chin. Looking hard into the gambler's eyes he saw fear.

Before Mayfield could answer Harding shoved him back through the crowd until his back was pressed against the bar. He shook him once, and then threw him aside like a bag of trash. It was too much for Mayfield. Nobody treated him this way! He whipped his right arm up and a double barreled .44 Derringer filled his hand. Quicker than the eye could follow Harding had his own gun out and crashed the barrel down on the gambler's wrist, obviously breaking it for the crack of bones could be heard throughout the room. The small pearl-handled gun flew from Mayfield's hand and skittered under a table. He screamed and grabbed his arm.

The marshal turned to look at the rest of the room, but every person there was frozen in place by the sudden action. Without further words Harding picked up the derringer, took the gambler by his uninjured arm, and led him out the door.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The Bowie, Texas jail was not much to look at, but it was strong. Limestone had been hauled in from a quarry west of town and the blocks had been snugly fitted together. The twenty by forty building was warm in winter and cool in summer, and it had running water; right through the roof when it rained. The town had run out of money when they came to the roof, so they'd just laid stout oak poles across the opening and shoveled a foot of dirt on top of them. It was never tight, and when it finally rained after a long dry spell, water ran and dripped everywhere.

In the back of the jail were two cells with solid bars, and Harding locked Mayfield into one of them, after sending his deputy, Willis Plank, for Doc Sloan. As Mayfield sat on the bunk nursing his wounded wrist he said, "You won't get away with this, Harding. My lawyer will have me out of here today, and I plan to convene a meeting and get the town council to fire you."

"My, my, Mayfield, you've really got sweating now. You're lucky to be alive, you know. You pulled a gun on me, and I could have killed you right on the spot. Now then, you just sit there and think about the error of your ways and keep your mouth shut."

The gambler had been appointed to the town council by the mayor to fill out an un-expired term when Soapy Wells had suddenly died of a heart attack, and everybody wondered at the time what Mayfield had on Mayor John Mathers to get the appointment. Rumor had it that the other members of the council were none too happy to have the fancy-dan in the group.

As Harding went back out to his office, Dr. Albert Sloan came in and said howdy. "Willis tells me that you've got old Bert Mayfield in a cell with a broken arm, that right, Jules?"

Harding grinned at the man; he liked the doctor, and the two of them often played checkers in one office or the other. "That's about right, Doc. Seems like he fell against the barrel of my gun and hurt himself."

Doc Sloan cackled at that sally. "I'll just bet he did!" he replied, and still chuckling he went on back to the cells with Willis.

As Harding was pouring hard black coffee into a chipped cup, the door opened and a short, round man wearing a derby hat came in. "Marshal, you've got Bert Mayfield in a cell, and I want him released, right now!" Otis Stark was the only lawyer in Bowie, and he wasn't much used by its citizens. Rumor was that Mayfield kept him on the payroll to help with his shady schemes, but nothing had been proved against him--yet. Because he was small and round, he tried to increase his height by rolling forward on his toes, but the move didn't accomplish its purpose, it only made him look ridiculous. 

Harding looked the fat, sweating man in the town suit up and down, and then moved over and sat behind his desk, placing the coffee cup in front of him and adding a pinch of salt from a saucer there to ease some of the bitterness in the brew. The lawyer walked to the front of the desk and rolled forward on his toes. "Well?" he said in a loud voice, "What have you got to say?"

"Judge Hardcastle won't be back 'til Thursday, and he'll set bail if he wants to. Until then, Mayfield stays in jail."

"Now you see here, Harding! Mr. Mayfield is a member of the town council, and I want him released right now!"

The marshal took a sip of his coffee and sat the cup back down. He stood and went around the desk advancing on the lawyer, who began backing away from him, finally slamming up against the wall next the door, which Harding opened. "You get out of here, shyster, and don't come back unless you knock first," he said in a low, hard voice.

"You lay a hand on me, and I'll sue!" Drake yelled as he slid through the open door and disappeared.

The marshal went back and sat at his desk, trying the coffee again. It had cooled just right, and he sat there looking out the still open door at the golden rays of waning summer twilight as the afternoon slid gently into dusk.

Doc Sloan and Willis came from the cells and the deputy made a beeline for the coffee, pouring out a cup. "I don't see how you can drink that poison," Sloan remarked. "Both of you ought to have holes in your stomach by now."

"But neither of us has worms, Doc," Willis shot back, and all three laughed.

"Seriously, Jules, how much trouble do you think you're stirring up by jailing Mayfield?" Doc asked.

"Doc, the law applies to all of us equally, that's why 'Justice' wears a blindfold. If I break the law, I expect Willis to arrest me, and if Mayfield breaks the law, he goes to jail. It's as simple as that."

The doctor was nodding as he listened, but he wasn't convinced. "Well, I'm only one of five voices on the town council, and I agree with you, but others won't. Better dig in for a siege, boy."

"You know, this job sure looked easy when I first took it. I thought I'd just idle my days away until I got bored with it all and then go do something else. I didn't reckon on politics. Now, if the council wants my badge, I'll give it to them gladly. Then, y'all can stand out in the street and stop Bloody Bill Brocious and his men when they come to town."

"That's another thing," Doc said. "You didn't have to run Bill out of town and warn him never to come back. You knew he couldn't stay way with a challenge like that."

"I also know he was casing the bank, and when he comes back he'll expect to take care of me and strip Alex Harlan's bank of every dollar. If you've got money there, Doc, I'd suggest you draw it out today."

The doctor looked at him, and replied, "You're serious, aren't you. Do you think he'll be back that soon?"

"He's made his reputation by intimidating or killing every lawman who ever stood against him, and he's treed more than one town. I figure he's had four days to stew and gather his scum, and he'll probably be back tomorrow," Harding said.

"And what's that got to do with Mayfield? From what I hear you egged him on until he drew that sleeve gun just so you could arrest him. What does he have to do with Bill Brocious?"

"Everything and nothing. Here's a question for you to ask yourself is, before I ran Brocious out of town, he spent considerable time in Mayfield's office. Why?"

Doc was quiet as he pondered that statement. Finally he said, "I'll do the best I can with the council, Jules, but don't hold your breath."

"Makes little difference to me one way or the other, Doc. Until I quit or I'm fired, I'll just keep on doing my job."

When the doctor was gone, Willis paced in front of Harding's desk a couple of times, and then he stopped and said, "You mean that about resigning, Jules?"

"Yep. Been thinking about it for a couple of months. I'm not really cut out for town life, Willis. I'd rather be out in the country, even if the only job I can get is as a thirty-dollar-a-month cowhand."

Willis paced a few more times. "But if you quit, that would leave me to hold the fort, and we both know I can't do that, Jules. I guess I'd have to quit, too."

"Don't borrow trouble, Willis, and you're a better lawman than you give yourself credit for. Why don't you go get something to eat, and then sack out for a while? I'll take the evening shift, and you can come on at midnight."

When the deputy was gone, Harding thought for a while. He had a hunch that his days, maybe hours, were numbered as marshal of Bowie. In one way he would be glad to get shut of the job, but in another he knew that the good people of the town relied on him to keep them safe, and he didn't like to be a quitter. He finally decided he'd just wait and see what the town council came up with, and go from there. One thing for sure, even if they fired him and got word to Bloody Bill Brocious, that wouldn't stop the outlaw from coming to town. 

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3 

 

He made his first swing at about nine o'clock. It was nearly dark, though there was still light enough to see quite a ways. He stomped up onto the boardwalk in front of the Alhambra and went on in, immediately stepping to the side of the doors, a reflex action to keep himself from being silhouetted too long. Jake O'Hanlon was sitting at his usual table near the back wall idly shuffling a deck of cards. He motioned for Harding to come on back, but the marshal ignored the invitation.

Slowly Harding surveyed the room, looking at each person with his quick scrutiny. Since it was a weekday, there weren't many patrons, and he sensed no danger from the ones he saw. Slowly he made his way back to the owner's table, pulled out a chair and swung it so his back was to the wall. "O'Hanlon," he said.

"Harding." The man looked at the bar and catching a bartender's eye jerked his head. He and the marshal sat without speaking until the man brought over a tray with two cups of coffee on it. "Coffee, Marshal?"

Harding nodded, and took a cup. The coffee was hot and smelled very good, and he blew on it to cool it down before taking a first sip. It tasted good, too.

"Heard you have Bert Mayfield in your jail, Harding."

"News travels," came the short reply.

"Stark was in here earlier breathing threats against a lawman who didn't know his place. He talks a lot, that one."

Harding sipped the coffee. "So, why are you talkin' to me, O'Hanlon? Somebody told me Stark was on your payroll, too."

The saloon man grinned at him, "You're right, news travels. You don't like me much, Harding, and I could live without you, but you're honest, which can't be said for every man who wears a badge. Bloody Bill will be back, and when he is, Stark and Mayfield, and, yes, our mayor, will be hiding in a root cellar somewhere, and you'll be all alone out in the street. I want you to know I'll help if you want."

"No root cellar, O'Hanlon?"

"Not much in the way of vegetables, Harding, so what would I do with a cellar?"

Harding saw that the man was serious, and he softened a bit toward him. "Why?" he asked.

"Let's say I've got a vested interest in this town, and my investment would be at risk if something happened to you."

Harding laughed, but he knew there was more to the comment than met the ear. "I'd think since it was here in your place where I gave Bill his walking papers you'd be on the other side."

"Were you in the war?" O'Hanlon asked, seeming to change the subject.

"Yep, and so were you."

"Well, let's just say that old soldiers, and Confederate soldiers at that, ought to stick together."

The marshal sat his cup down empty and stood up. "Thanks for the coffee, O'Hanlon, and I'll keep it in mind." He went to the door, looking over the batwings before walking through. O'Hanlon as a friend, or at least not an avowed enemy? That was a new thought.

The town of Bowie was one of many named after the man with the famous knife that died at the Alamo. It was a hard town on a hard trail, though there were no shipping pens so it wasn't as wild as Wichita or Dodge City. Still, being a halfway point on the trail the merchants did a lot of business with the trail herds that passed by out of West Texas and on the way north, and some of the trail bosses let their hands come in and blow off steam. Harding kept an eye on things generally, allowing the cowboys to have some fun without tearing the town apart. 

The deadline between the saloons and bawdy houses and the respectable citizens was Elm Street running east and west. The first street to the south was the hard one. On the north side of the street were stores and cafes and the one hotel that catered to the trail men, on the other side saloons and other places of entertainment, including one dance hall run by a tough old man named Oscar Ealing. Ealing's Dance Emporium was a large wooden-framed building that thumped to the music of a band and the stomp of booted feet at night, and lay quiet and peaceful in the daylight.

Further south on South Main the places got worse, lower and meaner, and a cowboy could lose his wad in a hurry in one of the dives, or any one of the narrow alleys that seemed to hold the buildings together rather than apart.

North of Elm was the respectable part of town, with stores and restaurants for the townspeople, and a large hotel, the Bowie House, for the use of surrounding cattlemen and traveling salesmen. No cowboy was allowed north of Elm, and there were plenty of signs around to let them know.

Harding made his walk down South Main, and stopped at the Lady Gay. As he stood on the boardwalk, several cowboys from a nearby trail herd rode up in a cloud of dust and dropped off their ponies at the hitch rail. One of them whopped, and another pulled a revolver and started to fire it into the air. "Hold it!" the marshal called out.

"Who says?" the cowboy asked in a rough voice.

"I do, friend. In this town you can enjoy yourself all you want, but you check your gun with the first barkeep you come to, and you pick it up on your way out of town."

The cowboy looked like he wanted to argue, but one of his friends grabbed his arm and said, "Come on, Red, you know the rules, and that's Jules Harding," and pulled him through the door of the gambling den. Harding followed them in and watched as they all gave their guns to the bartender. 

Leaning against the wall just inside the door he looked around the large room lit by coal oil lamps and a hanging chandelier. His eyes fell on the faro table, and he noticed how the light picked out the highlights of Peaches Malone's black hair. She felt his gaze and looked up, a quick smile on her face. He smiled back, and turned from the room back out to the street.

The rest of the evening went by quietly, and he was sitting on the porch in front of the marshal's office, chair tilted back to the wall in the darkness, when the cowboys from the trail herd climbed back on their mounts and rode out of town at a high lope. When they were beyond the lights of the town, a gun fired several times, and Harding grinned in the darkness. Red was showing his independence, but he was doing it in a way that he knew wouldn't get him into trouble.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

While Harding walked the streets, the town council was meeting at the mayor's office. There were five men on the council, but only four were present since Mayfield was in jail. That was the main topic of conversation. "I don't care what he did, he's a member of this council, and Harding had no right to arrest him," Mayor Mathers said, his face red with anger and the heat of the small room.

"Being a council member doesn't make him above the law, John, and you know it. You may not like Jules Harding, but even you will have to admit he's impartial when it comes to enforcing the law," Doc Sloan drawled.

"I'll admit no such thing! From what I've heard, Harding goaded Mayfield into drawing on him just so he could jail him. That's not impartial in my book!"  

"Why are you protecting Mayfield, John? And why did you appoint him to the council without so much as asking the rest of us?"

"I'm not protecting him!" Mathers said with so much heat it was obvious to the others that he was. "I appointed him to the council because he's a businessman in this town, and that's the only reason!" Nobody believed him, and he saw that and bit off his further remarks.

Alex Harlan had been sitting quietly until this point, but now he shifted his bulk in the chair and said, "Forget Mayfield, both of you. We'll call an election this fall, and I doubt if he can get enough votes to stay on the council anyway. What I want to know is how can we get rid of Harding and still handle Bill Brocious when he comes to town?"

The fourth member of the council was Joshua Smithton, the open owner of the largest general store north of Elm, and a silent partner in the Lady Gay south of the dividing line. He spoke: "If we fire Harding and get word to Brocious, you suppose he'll leave us alone and just go after the ex-marshal?" 

Doc looked at Harlan and said, "Harding says he ran him out of town because he was casing your bank to rob it, Alex. He says if Bill comes back it won't be only to get even with Jules, but also to empty the bank." The banker gulped and looked thoughtful.

The talk went on, and finally the mayor called for a vote. Only the three other men had votes, since the mayor was president of the council and could only vote to break a tie, and of the three, Sloan and Harlan voted to keep Harding on, while Smithton voted to fire him. The mayor was disgusted with them, and he said so. "Now, how are we going to get Mayfield out of jail?"

"Let him stay in there, John," Smithton said. "He's just another crook anyway."

Mathers bowed up at this, but the others got up and left the room while he was still sputtering. "We'll meet again in the morning at ten, and Doc, you have Harding here!" he called after them.

Harding was sitting on one of the chairs in front of the Bowie Hotel when he saw the three men come from the town hall. He didn't wonder at it much for he knew they were meeting to discuss firing him, and he didn't really care one way or the other. Doc Sloan crossed the street while the other two went back to their businesses.

"Hi, Doc. Have a seat," Harding said. 

The doctor sat down next to the marshal and said, "Well, you're still marshal. The vote was two to one, and I'll let you guess who the one was."

"Ha!" Harding laughed. "That's no mystery, it would be Mr. Smithton. Ever since I jailed his son for being drunk and disorderly he's hated me."

"You're right, but the banker only sided with me because I told him your views on Bill wanting to rob his bank."

"Well, Doc, I've been sitting here thinking about this job. It pays a hundred a month, plus expenses, and I've been wondering if that sum is worth being hated by nearly everyone in town. Seems to me that it's not."

"They're having another meeting in the morning, and the mayor wants you to come."

"What time?"

"Ten o'clock. You going?"

"Sure I am. I think it's time to speak to that august body, don't you?" From time to time Harding spoke like an educated man, and the doctor often wondered about his past, but that was not something you asked a man west of the Mississippi.

Next morning Harding arrived at the mayor's office a few minutes before ten. All of the council members were already there except Bert Mayfield. A quick glance told Harding that there were only four chairs in the room, a silent and mean-minded rebuke from Mathers to put the marshal in his place.

Jules said hello to Doc Sloan, and ignored the rest of the men, leaning on the wall next to the door. He waited. Finally, the mayor said, "Harding, we want to talk to you about your preparations in case Bill Brocious comes back to town. What do you intent to do?"

The marshal smiled pleasantly at the mayor, knowing how it would infuriate him. "Why, I intend to run him out of town again, unless some reward posters come in on the stage before he comes back. If he's wanted somewhere, and I figure he is, I'll arrest him and throw him in jail, where all lawbreakers belong."

The mayor's face got red and he shouted, "What do you mean by that crack!"

"What crack, Mr. Mayor? The one about all lawbreakers?"

"I've had all the insolence I'll take from you, Harding! You're fired!"

The marshal, now ex-marshal, kept on smiling as he pulled the badge off his shirt and dropped it on the floor. "Fine by me, Mathers. I'll stop by the clerk's office and get paid out," and he turned back through the door.

"Wait, Jules!" he heard Doc call out, but he just kept on walking.

Back in the mayor's office voices rose in heated argument. The mayor had no authority to fire the marshal without the council's consent, and the members were letting him know it, or at least two of them were. Doc Sloan followed Harding out the door and across to his office. When he arrived, Jules was calmly pouring a cup of coffee.

"You were too quick, Jules. The mayor can't fire you without the consent of the town council, and last night we voted to keep you on. Here," he continued holding something out to Harding, "I brought your badge over."

"No thanks, Doc. I've never much liked to work for a crook, and I don't really know how, but I've got a strong hunch Mathers and Mayfield are mixed up with Bloody Bill. No, I'm content to let them have enough rope to hang themselves."

"And what about the rest of the folks in Bowie? You going to leave them without any law?"

"Why, Willis can hold things together until you council members hire another marshal, and I wouldn't be surprised to learn the mayor's already got one in mind."

Sloan was quiet for a minute. "Ever hear of Spot Baines, Jules?"

Harding grinned and then laughed out loud. "So," he said, "you know about him hiding out at the Wilson place, too?"

"Nothing gets by you, does it Jules?"

"Oh, some things do. I still haven't figured what the real steal is, but I reckon that'll come to light soon enough."

"You don't think it's just the bank?"

"That'd be enough for Brocious, but Mathers and Mayfield have something else in mind, I just can't figure out what it is."

"Did you know that tomorrow's stage will be carrying a lot of money bound for Fort Worth?"

"That's interesting, Doc, now isn't it?" So that was the missing piece. 

Harding began to load his personal stuff into a crate, and Doc Sloan left to go about his business.

Harding was sitting behind the desk drinking coffee when Willis came in. From the look on his face he'd heard the news. "Mayor fired you, huh Jules?"

"Yep, he did, Willis. Now, I've written out my routine here, and all you have to do is follow it, but Willis, don't put yourself in danger. I have a hunch that before too long the mayor will hire another man for marshal."

"Who would that be?"

"I'll not name him because I could be wrong, but don't worry about it. You'll do fine."

"What are you going to do, Jules?"

"Why, I'm going to have lunch at Rosie's Cafe, and then go fishing under the bridge."

"You're not leaving town?" Willis said, hope rising on his face.

"Of course not. I'm free now to do as I please, and I please to stay around Bowie and see what happens." In the years that Harding had been marshal, he had saved his money, something he'd never done before, and the afternoon before he had gone to the bank and closed his account, taking the money in cash. A man could live for a long time in Bowie on a thousand dollars.

He picked up his box and left to go to the hotel. At the desk he said to the clerk, "Starting today I'll be paying for my own room, Arlis, so let me know on Saturday how much I owe." He went up the stairs and into his room, dropping the box on the dresser and stretched out on the bed. With a sigh of contentment, Harding was soon asleep.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

It was late afternoon, and Harding was comfortably seated on the river bank, shaded by the bridge. The line from his fishing pole had a cork tied to it, and he idly watched the bobber, though he really didn't expect anything to bite. It was the wrong time of day for fishing in this spot, but he didn't care. It was pleasant leaning back on the bank and watching the river go by, and the shade made it seem almost cool. Anyway, he hadn't baited the hook, so his chances of catching a fish were slim to none.

He heard a light buggy coming from town, the hooves of the horse drumming on the wooden bridge. Looking up he caught a glimpse of one yellow wheel through the trees, and then the noise stopped. "Jules, are down there?" a rich female voice asked.

Sticking the end of his pole in the bank, Harding climbed up to see Peaches Malone sitting in the buggy. "Out for a drive, Peaches?"

"Willis told me you were going fishing here, Jules, so I took a chance. Could we talk a bit?"

"Sure thing. Let me get my pole and we'll drive a ways, if you don't mind."

Once in the buggy with his fishing pole in the back, Harding took the reins and started the horse off at a walk. "What's on your mind, ma'am?"

She gave him a quick look, but his face was relaxed and there was no irony showing. She'd watched him for six months now, seeing his interest in her, but also his reserve. As far as she knew he had only a few friends in town and no women. Peaches was drawn to Harding by more than his interest. He always treated her like a lady, and no one else did that.

"I heard something last night at the table that might be of interest to you. Two men were talking in low voices and I heard the name Spot Baines. Then, Mayor Mathers came in and saw the two. He motioned with his head, and pretty soon all three of them slipped out the back door. When Mathers came back in he was alone."
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