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THE WONDERFUL CITY.

CHAPTER I.

THE DUG-OUT ON THE PRAIRIE — NIGHT — THE ANIMALS ARE UNEASY.

IT WAS ALREADY twilight, and the prairie that stretched around us for many a mile was fading into a deep dun colour as the light died slowly beyond the western hills. From where I sat I could see my flock of sheep, three thousand in number, busily cropping the herbage that lay for some distance round the dug-out. Something prompted them to keep together that night. Usually Mick Flanagan and I had considerable difficulty in keeping them all in sight, for one lot would take a fancy for the west, and another for the east, while a third would deliberately wander south or north. Just then, however, they were all huddled together, and it seemed to me that not half of them were eating. On the outskirts of the flock a fringe of woolly heads was raised, and a hundred wide nostrils snuffed impatiently at the wind, which blew towards us from the west. It seemed to me that the sheep smelt something.

“Mick,” said I, turning to the spot where Flanagan was busily employed in cooking our supper, “look at the sheep. What makes them stand like that, I wonder?”

“Arrah now, Mr. Frank, don’t be for axing me,” said Mick, as he gave the bacon another turn. “Thim sheep is the conthrariest animals that iver was in this worruld. It’s lucky they’re minded to keep thegither this night, so it is. We’ll be able to ate our mate and dhrink in comfort for wanst.”

And he went on with his preparations unconcernedly. It mattered little to Mick what vagaries the sheep had taken into their silly heads, so long as they allowed him to get his supper in peace. Nevertheless a vague feeling of uneasiness came over me as I watched them. Instead of wandering about they kept together, and if one began to crop the grass at its feet, it would every now and then break off, raise its head, snuff the air, and stamp its foot impatiently before beginning to feed again.

“Those sheep scent something wrong, Mickey,” said I; “and the horses don’t seem over easy either.”

The horses were picketed close by, and when I turned to look at them I saw that they too were showing signs of uneasiness. Every now and then they lifted their heads and pawed the ground; and my own beast, as I spoke to Mick Flanagan, sent forth a low whinny indicative of apprehension.

“There’s something wrong with the cattle, Mick,” I repeated; “I’ve never seen them like this before.”

“Ah thin, Mr. Frank darlint, lave the dumb bastes alone,” said Mick. “Sure here’s the illigantest supper av beans and bacon ready that iver ye set teeth into. It’s the loneliness av the sitywation that’s disthressin’ the poor animals. Bedad, ‘tis the dreariest spot in all the worruld is this same.”

Mick was not far wrong. The situation was indescribably lonely. Santa Fé was more than a hundred miles away to the eastward; to the west the prairie stretched away in undisturbed loneliness for hundreds of miles. Our dug-out lay midway between the Sierra de la Plata and the San Juan River, and I was hoping to build a ranche on its site presently. Save when we went over to Santa Fé for necessary stores, we saw no one, and we had become used to solitude. It is wonderful, indeed, how quickly men can accustom themselves to anything. As I sat by the fire that night, eating my supper from a tin dish, I could not help thinking how different things had been with me a year earlier. I was then at home in England, and just about to leave Cambridge. I had formed no definite life-plan, for I believed my father to be a man of large fortune, and I thought it would be time for me to choose some walk in life when the need arose. Then he suddenly died, and it was discovered that his affairs were hopelessly embarrassed. There was nothing for me save a comparatively small sum which had been left me by my dead mother. I was not inclined to remain in England. I realized my little capital, and set out for New Mexico, to begin sheep-farming.

It was on my way out that I met Mick Flanagan. Thinking that if I was going to rough it in the New World I might as well prepare for it in going across the Atlantic, I took passage in a sailing-vessel bound from Liverpool to New Orleans. She was not a big nor a very good ship, and her captain proved himself to be a somewhat rough-and-ready sort of sailor. During the first two or three days out his temper was decidedly rusty, and it did not improve on the fourth day, when two of his men appeared before him with a red-headed, half-starved-looking Irish lad whom they had found, a stowaway, in the hold. Indeed, I do not know to what lengths his rage would have carried him if I had not interfered and offered to pay the lad’s passage-money. The captain paused with a rope’s end in his hand and stared at me as if I had suddenly gone mad. He observed that I must be a fool to part with my money like that. I told him to mind his own business, give me a receipt, and leave the boy alone. I had taken a fancy to Mick, and I may as well say right here that it was one of the best things I ever did in my life.

During the next few days I got Mick Flanagan’s story out of him. Originally hailing from the wilds of Connemara, he had somehow drifted to Liverpool, and had there lived the life of a waif on the dock sides. He remembered little of either father or mother, and his home in Liverpool had been made in the depths of some miserable cellar, where he herded in company with others like himself. I daresay he knew as much of cold and hunger and privation as anybody could. When the men found him in the hold of the Osprey, he had been well-nigh without food for three days, but he did not seem to have been much distressed by the fact. Practice, he said, had made him used to hunger. Practice in kicks and blows had also made him indifferent to the captain’s threats of a thrashing. He had had enough and to spare, he said, of cruelty in the Old World, and he expected a fair share of it in the New. He was surprised beyond measure when I came forward to release him from the captain, and he immediately vowed eternal gratitude to me, and begged me to let him work for me until he had worked out the worth of the money I had laid down for him.

By the time the Osprey reached New Orleans I was not indisposed to keep Mick Flanagan with me. He had many good points, and so far I had been unable to find any serious faults in him. His life as a street-gamin had sharpened his naturally quick wits, and it seemed to me that his readiness to appreciate difficulties, and his unmistakable talents in the way of resource and ingenuity, would be useful to me in the life I proposed to follow. Mick was then fifteen, and strong and wiry as a Red Indian. A remark let drop by the captain of the Osprey caused me to make up my mind about retaining Mick’s services.

“I’ve been keeping my eye on that boy of yours, Mr. Burnet,” said he, “and I’d advise you to stick to him. He’s as sharp as a needle, and as straight as a line. He’ll be useful to you, or to anybody else.”

So Mick and I struck a bargain and came West together, and there we were on the borders of Arizona and New Mexico, utterly alone with the sheep and the horses.

“I don’t know that I ever felt it so lonely as it feels to-night, Mick,” said I, as we ate our suppers.

“Faith thin, Mr. Frank dear, and it’s right ye are. But, shure, isn’t it a deal betther here than ‘twas in the ould counthry beyant there? It’s here, where there’s peace and quietness, that I’d rather be, than in Liverpool yonder, where ye might hunt about all day for a scrap of bread and get none. We can ate an’ sleep in comfort here, any way.”

“That’s true, Mick,” said I, “and I’m glad you take it that way. But it’s very solitary and dreary to-night. I wonder what the sheep and horses are keeping so close for.”

“Faith, an’ it bothers me to see what a dale o’ sense the poor dumb bastes can show,” answered Mick. “Maybe it’s a prairie fire over yonder, or p’raps ‘tis Indians that’s huntin’ for our scalps, Mr. Frank. It’s mighty lively times we’d be having if ayther fire or Indians was to come this way.”

“Lively times indeed, Mick,” I answered. “But it’s not fire, or we should have seen the reflection in the sky long since; and I think it’s not Indians, because we’re a bit out of their way.”

“Shure nobody knows where thim red-skinned naygurs may be,” said Mick. “ ‘Tis here to-day an’ gone to-morrow they’ll be, I’m thinking.”

“Let’s hope they won’t come our way at any rate, Mick,” I replied. “A man that’s got his money sunk in sheep doesn’t want to see Indians riding over the prairie, I can tell you.”

“Well, Mr. Frank,” said Mick, “if they do come it’s a warm good-day we’ll give thim with the rifles and the revolvers. So now smoke yer bit of baccy, and I’ll be washin’ up the pots and pans.”

I lighted my pipe and went outside our little shanty to have another look at the sheep. While we had eaten our supper the darkness had increased and the sky was clouded over, save where a long thin red line in the westward horizon showed some reflection of the setting sun. The sheep still kept together, but they were eating steadily so far as I could see. The horses, however, were still uneasy, and my own horse whinnied impatiently as I approached him.

“So, so, my boy,” I murmured, patting and stroking him; “what ails you to-night? — There must be going to be a storm, Mick. These beasts certainly know something is at hand.”

“Mr. Frank,” said Mick suddenly, as he drew near the horses to examine their state for himself, “by this and that, shure I hear the sound of a horse galloping this way. Faith, an’ there it is!”

Turning in the direction he pointed out, I saw a horseman approaching us, he and his horse dimly outlined against the red sky.


CHAPTER II.

A STRANGER ARRIVES — CHASED BY INDIANS — THE ALARM.

WITH A CAUTION bred by a twelvemonth’s experience of the prairie, I instinctively put my hand to the revolver hanging at my belt. The horse and its rider were heading straight for our fire, but whether they came as friends or foes we could not tell. The sheep, startled at the sound of the horse’s feet, wheeled sharply away in the opposite direction, but still the stranger came on. When he was within fifty yards of us I hailed him.

“Hollo!” I shouted. “Don’t ride into the sheep there!”

For his horse was heading right into a straggling file of my flock, which had strayed away some little distance from the rest, and was now hastening to rejoin the main body. The man drew rein and came along at a slower pace. As he came into the firelight, I saw that his head and feet were bare, and that his horse was evidently dead beat. He rolled slowly off its back and walked towards us. The horse, released from his hold, dropped its head and stood motionless — a picture of complete fatigue.

“For the love of Heaven, stranger,” said the man, “give me something to drink!”

“And to eat, too, if you like,” said I, and hastened inside.

There was a small keg of whisky in one corner of the shanty, kept for cases of emergency, and I mixed him a glass and carried it outside. He drank it eagerly and thanked me with a nod of his head.

“How far am I from Santa Fé?” he asked, as he gave me the measure back again.

“About a hundred miles.”

“A hundred!”

He looked at his horse and shook his head.

“Your horse looks done for,” I remarked. “You must have ridden him pretty hard to-day.”

“I guess!” he said, laconically. “And so would you, mister, if you’d had what I’ve had behind me all day.”

“What’s that?”

“Indians.”

He whispered the word half fearfully, casting a glance over his shoulder at the rapidly-thickening darkness.

“Indians!” I said. “And are they following you now?”

“Can’t say, stranger. I ain’t seen nothing of ‘em since sundown, but they followed me pretty close up to then, I kin tell you.”

We stood watching him in silence. He was a well-built, bronze-faced fellow of forty years or thereabouts, dressed in a rough flannel shirt and leathern breeches, and carrying a Winchester rifle slung across his shoulders. He looked at Mick curiously, and sat down with a sigh, as if he was deadly tired.

“Get him something to eat, Mick,” said I.

“It’ll be the first this day, mister,” said the man. “And the day broke pretty early for me, I kin tell you. Guess it was about three o’clock in the morning when the poor beast there woke me up with his whinnying. Camped we were under a bluff ‘bout forty-five miles south and west of here, I reckon. Well, when I hears him whinnying and snorting, up I jumps, and lays hold of my gun here like a streak o’ lightning. And then I sees a crowd of red-skins coming across the prairie as hard as their ponies could carry ’em. Ever come across an Indian on the warpath, mister?”

“No,” said I.

“Ah! then you don’t know how it feels, I guess, to see thirty or forty of ‘em riding straight for you, their nasty faces peeping between the horses’ ears and their feathers a-shaking and a-nodding in the wind?”

“No, I don’t.”

“And I reckon you don’t know how it feels when they catch sight of you and set up that awful screeching of theirs? Ugh, it makes a man’s blood run cold, does that!”

He gave a little shudder and glanced eagerly at the pan in which Mick was busily frying rashers of bacon.

“I say,” said I, “that’s awfully interesting, you know, but I’ve three thousand sheep out there, and I should like to know if there’s any chance of these red-skin gentry paying us a visit. What do you think?”

“I should think it’s very probable, stranger,” he answered. “They followed me pretty close up to fifteen mile away, and I guess they’ll head in this direction.”

“And what had we better do?”

“I don’t know,” he answered. “I can’t do anymore myself; my horse is clean done. With your permission, I’ll eat the supper you’re so kind as to provide for me. Put your hand there, stranger — you’re white, and that’s a fact.”

He grasped my hand heartily, and turned to Mick and the supper with a sigh of satisfaction. While he ate and drank, I walked up and down the little plateau outside the shanty and tried to think of some plan of action. It was possible the Indians might not come near us, but the knowledge that they were within such a short distance of our camp was enough to fill me with very serious thoughts.

“What shall we do?” I said, turning to the stranger, who was making steady play with fork and spoon. “If these Indians are still following you, I suppose we shall have a visit from them in the morning.”

“If they are following me, mister,” said he, “you’ll have a visit from them in the night. For anything we know to the contrary, they may be watching us now.”

I looked out into the darkness, half expecting to see a score of dusky figures stealthily advancing out of the night. It was black-dark by that time, and I could no longer catch a glimpse of the sheep. For a little way round us the light of our camp-fire illumined the ground; beyond that there was nothing but blackness.

“Faith,” said Mick, “thin it’s seein’ to the guns I’d better be afther, Mr. Frank dear. If the Indians do come, ‘twill do thim good to have a taste of cowld lead in their stomachs, bad ‘cess to thim!”

“Ay, see to your guns,” said the stranger. “What are they — Winchester rifles? That’s all right. Ye see, mister, when I was surprised this morning I jumped for my gun and left my boots. I’d ought to have known better than to go to sleep without the latter; but I thought there were no Indians about just now.”

“What are we to do?” I said again.

“Stamp out the fire first of all,” said he. “No good giving ‘em any assistance in their hunt. When that’s done we may as well turn in and sleep. Can’t do any more that I know of.”

“I shall not sleep,” I answered; “I’m too anxious about my sheep.”

“I guess you will be so,” he replied. “But you can’t do nothing for ‘em, mister. However, if you must keep awake, step in front here, and have your guns handy. If you hear anything uncommon in the night, wake me.”

Without another word he laid himself down on the dry grass, disposed his head on his arm, and fell fast asleep.

I turned to Mick, who was stamping out the last embers of the fire. “Can you sleep, Mick?” I said; “or will you watch with me?”

“Sleep is it?” answered Mick. “Shure, an’ it’s little sleep I’d get this night. I’ll be watchin’ along wid yourself, Mr. Frank, sor.”

So we sat down on the grass, having tethered the horses at the rear of the shanty and placed our guns and revolvers close at hand. All round us the vast prairie was silent as the grave. Once or twice a plaintive bleat indicated the whereabouts of the flock, which was evidently straying further afield. As we sat through the long hours of darkness, it seemed to me that the black night assumed all sorts of ghostly shapes. I almost imagined that Indians were stealing around our little camp, that soft footsteps were gliding towards us through the long grass, that — 
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