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Tumbleweed Terry,
lawman, didn’t know
how many outlaws

he’d killed, from Canada to the Border. But
he knew a couple who were going to be added

to the list if harm came to a certain Indian
girl and her sweetheart!

T WAS a swell dream, 1 re-
I member, all about me beating
“ the Staffels from hell to break-
fast and running them clear off the
range and out of town, and rescu-
ing Storm Kilday from some
Fiutes gone on the warpath; and
6

how Taylor, the assayer at Here-
ford finally told me he’d made a
mistake, and the samples from my
Empire State Mine ran so high I’d
be a millionaire in practically no
time. So there I was, practically
on top of the world, and I had my



Tumbleweed

arm around Storm Kilday’s shoul-
ders, pressing her close to me, her
cheek against mine and her hair
blowing in my face and smelling so
good, like it always smells.

But when I woke up I had my
good arm around the pillow, and
the cabin was a deep grey with
dawn, just light enough for me to
gee my frosty breath in the smelly
air.

_Thaws

® By LUKE TERRY

“Talk, damn you!’ she
sad. “Where's that con-
tract?”’

I raiged up on the elbow of my
good arm, wincing a little, because
1 was so stiff and sore and black
and blue from my last beating, and
I peered out through the window
with the one eye that wasn’t
swollen shut. There was siX or
eight inches of fresh snow on the
ground and I remembered then
how only half awake 1’d heard the
wind howling last night after I’d

7
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crawled between the blankets.

I expect I cussed a little, for a
man feels pretty low just at dawn.
Specially low when he realizes he’s
got enemies as strong as Jerry
Staffel and his daddy, Old King
Staffel. And when the assayer
keeps insisting his ore is worthless
even though he can see streaks of
silver in it, rich and deep and
heavy. And when he gets beat up
and run out of town every time he
shows his nose, and when it looks
like no break in the world will ever
give him the money to get the girl
he loves. Swell girls like Storm
Kilday have to have money. They
oo together like, well, like Ham and
Eggs, or maybe Smith and Wes-
- son.

The water in the bucket was
froze solid, but I got a fire going
in the pot bellied little stove,
chipped out some of the stuff and
put it in the coffee pot to melt. I
didn’t mind the cold so much—I’d
been raised in upper New York
State—but the lonesomeness and
the hard knocks were about to get
me, 1’1l admit, and 1 was feehng
pretty blue.

Then I heard it. Faint, muffled,
came the voice, ‘‘Hello, inside.
Anybody to home?’” And when I
stood there, thinking maybe I’d
been alone so much I was hearing
things, it came again, more muf-
fled, weaker than ever. ‘‘Inside,
there, can you help me?’’

HE first thing T thought was:
It’s another trap of Jerry
Staffel’s. It wasn’t the first time
I’d wished for a gun lately! You

see, my daddy had a gun accident
- when I was just a kid. He killed

a man, and they hanged him for it.

loose like.

And before he went to the gallows

he made me promise never to own

a gun, and I promised. So I ex-
pect I am about the only man in
Utah that hasn’t. got one. Well,
anyway, 1 picked up a good oak
club out of the firebox, and slipped
the heavy bar from the door, and
opened it just a erack.

I called, ‘“Who’s there and what
do you want?’’

s Traveler ’’ came back the muf-
fled voice, “and if you got a knife
come get me off this horse.”” He
talked sort of funny, like he had
some of them Spanish castanets in
his hand. He’d sayv a word, then
there’d be that clackety-clackety-
clacking noise, followed by another
word. I opened the door a little
wider, so I'eould make him out.

His horse’s breath made clouds
of steam in the cold air. It stood
there, tired and dispirited, like it
had come a long way, front legs far
apart, head down between them.
At first T thought the man in the
saddle was an Indian, for he looked
like nothing else than a dummy
swaddled in blankets. There was
a blanket over his head and shoul-
ders, and a handkerchief over his
face, and more blankets wrapped
about his body, and others about
each leg. You couldn’t even see his
hands, and the reins were looped
around the horn of the saddle,
And sticking all over
the saddle, and all over the mum-
mified figure was frost and icicles!

I said, ‘“All right, mister, light
and come in. There’s a ﬁre in-
side.”’

““I — clackety-clack — can’t —
clackety-clack—get off—clackety-
clack!’’

Off in the pines a hunting owl
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boomed sorrowful like, the way

they do at dawn when the hunting
is over, and right in plain sight
a rabbit went scampering across
the clearing, and a coyote slid on
its haunches and stopped, and
trotted back into the brush, steam-
ing from its mouth.

It was getting real light, and I
saw the fellow was stuck in the
saddle, all right, not only stuck, but
tied. I went out in the snow, and
fumbled for my knife. He was
wound round and round with a hair
rope, like the reatas the Mexes use
way down south. He must have
sensed the knife, for he clackety-
clacked out a few words asking
me not to cut the rope but just
to untie it. So I did. It was hard
work, too, for though it was
knotted loosely, it had been wet,
and ice still clung to it.

The blankets, frozen like that,
meant only one thing. This fellow,
whoever he was, had blundered
onto Devil’s Drink. That’s a moun-
tain creek about eight miles south
of my place, back toward Canton,
and it fools lots of people and even
animals in the winter. The ice
looks firm and solid enough, and
is, in toward the shore, but out
in the center it must be fed by
a warm spring because it won’t
hold so much as a coyote.

I got him unwound and stepped
back. He sort of tottered, strain-
ing to get off, and suddenly danged
if he didn’t tumble toward me. Me,
having only one good arm, I
couldn’t stop him, and he sprawled
in the snow and lay still. The horse
nickered and pawed at the snow.

I had a lot of trouble dragging
him inside. He was a sight, that
fellow was. I got the blankets off

him somehow, and his clothes were
partially ~frozen, partially wet
from the heat of his body. I had
a quart of Old Taylor in the cup-
board, and a slug of this made him
open his eyes. It-trickled through
his cold-blued lips, and some of it
rolled on down onto his handlebar
mustaches and off onto his chin.
He opened his eyes then and
grinned with them, yes, grinned
with his eyes. They were as blue
as his lips.

“L-1-1-1-tle d-d-damp in your
c-c-c-country, p-p-partner,’”’ he
managed and closed his eyes. 1
peeled off a sheepskin coat, and
his fleece lined gloves. I remember
thinking to myself that this was
one of the fattest cowpunchers I’d
ever seen, and about that time I
came to his gun belt.

THE gunbelt and the holster

were handcarved, Mexican
work, I'd say, and the big Colt
hanging there had a lot of filigree
work inlaid in the cold black plates.
I touched it, and those blue eyes
came open with a snap, and the
blue lips snarled something over
the chattering teeth. I never saw
a man change so quick in my life.
First he’d been there on the floor
by the stove, passed out from cold
and exposure, about half dead.
Then 1’d touched his gun and he’d
snarled at me like a wolf, tensed
like a steel spring.

‘“S-s-sorry,”’ he muttered, and
danged if he didn’t sit up! He up-
ended the bottle, holding it careful
with both hands, and I'noticed then
how black his fingers were. If they
weren’t frozen they were badly
nipped, and I told him so. Well,
sir, he played his aces then, aces
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as far as I’'m concerned. He asked
me would I mind taking care of his

horse, that he could manage him-
self.

I got a good windtight shed I
used to use for my own horse, be-
fore somebody run him off and
shot him, so I led his tired horse
into it and unsaddled him. The
horse was a big rawboned roan,
worn travel-thin, and lifting off
the saddle I was rlght curious. It
was double rigged, which meant
Texas, and it had a saucer sized
horn, hand carved and ornamented
fenders and tapederos. Remember-
ing the hair rope it wasn’t hard
to tell where my half frozen visitor
came from. He was a long way
from home. That was a border rig,
Mexican, if I ever saw one. I threw
a blanket over the roan and picked
up the morrals and bed roll, both
wet, and went back into the house.

He was practically sitting on the
stove. He’d put my blankets
around him, and built up the fire,
and his teeth had stopped chatter-
ing a little. And he’d gone out and
got a pan full of snow and was
rubbing his feet and hands in it!
Beneath them blankets he was
naked as a jaybird, and it was
quite a shock to see how blamed
skinny he was. It wasn’t flesh that
made him look fat! That pile of
clothes he’d been wearing steamed
and smoked on a stool beside the
redhot stove. He’d thrown a hand-
ful of coffee in the water and it
was smelling fine.

Naturally I asked him how come
he was soaking wet, and just as I
thought he’d tried to eross Devil’s
Drink in the dark and gone in. He
said he’d been riding from Canton
to Hereford, which is the Staffel
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town about as far north as Canton
is south. He didn’t tell me why he
was riding at night and I didn’t
ask him, figuring it was none of
my business. I did tell him I was
Eph Jones, and when I asked him
his name he had another one of
them shaking fits getting it out. It

‘sounded like Tom to me, and that’s

what I began ealling him.

He explained he’d worked hard
tying them blankets on like that,
figuring he could easy work out
of them when he wanted to. But
with frost bitten fingers, and the
hair rope wringing wet, he’d been
out of luck, poor devil!

He was a right tophand with a
knife and fork. It was at the break-
fast table that he noticed me wine-
ing when I used my right arm.
Polite like, he laughed and said,
‘““Eph, it looks to me like you fell
down that mine of yours you been
talking about.”’

““You might say,”” I told him
grimly, ‘I fell down a town. The
town of Hereford. Couple of fel-
lows beat me up last time I rode
.

‘“Ain’t you got no gun?’’ he
asked. So I told him. His mouth
came open and his eyes spread
wide like he’d never heard the
like, and I guess he hadn’t, but he
did and said a funny thing. He
shook his head sadly, and he said,
“Eph, sometimes I’'m like your old
man, I wish to God I’d never seen
nor heard of a gun.’”’ Then he sort
of sighed, and shook his head, and
the first thing I knew he was stand-
ing beside me feeling along my
right forearm.

““Maybe you don’t know it,’’ he
said, ‘‘but this arm is sure frac-

tured. Sit still.”’
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" He took a butcher knife and went
_over to the wood box. Twenty | |
minutes later I was a little white /
about the sore mouth and there
was sweat on my head, but my arm
was set and splinted. He’d been
sort of prodding me about my

I pushed her aside with
my foot and jerked the
door open. A gun ex-
ploded almost in my face.
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troubles, and the first thing you
know I began cutting loose.

Outside came a halloo, ‘‘Oh,
Effie, Effie!”’
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I GOT red in the face I reckon
and his mustaches bristled and
he moved over to where his gun
was hanging. I damned the caller,
and explained. ‘‘It’s a damned
Piute squaw that’s took a liking
to me. Danged if she ain’t worser
than a hydrophoby skunk, always
dropping in and cleaning up the
place so I can’t find nothing.’’

Then she hammered at the door
and there was nothing else to do.
I went and opened it. She was
standing there taking off her snow-
shoes, and she had a shotgun over
one shoulder and three fat rabbits
lying at her feet.

Tom chattered, ‘‘Close the door,
Eph, I’'m freezing to death.”” Then
she stepped in. His teeth quit chat-
tering and his eyes got bigger than
they’d been before. He stood there
staring at her, and all at once he
clutched the blanket around his
shoulders and said, ‘““‘Hell’s bells,
you said a Piute squaw!”’

She laughed and set the gun in
the corner, her black eyes not miss-
ing a thing, I’ll tell you, from my
splinted arm to the pile of drying
clothes. She said, ‘‘It’s a game,
mister. I call him Effie and he calls
me squaw. He’s too dumb to in-
troduce us. I’'m Piute all right.
Tilli-sana-wachee, that’s me, but
just call me Tilly. Everybody
does.”’

She was over by the stove then,
undoing her leggings. She’d been
wearing a deerskin skirt, pretty
short, and the leggings came up
pretty high. That was the way with
Tilly, she had no modesty. Me, I
was used to it, but as she kept
on unwrapping those danged leg-
oings, higher and higher, and more
and more of her bronze legs came

into view, you could hear poor Tom
breathing all over the cabin.

She tossed them aside, and un-
wrapped a scarf, and took off a
sheepskin coat. Underneath it she
had on a store sweater, tight, too,
that sort of called attention more
than ever to the way she was put
together. Funny thing, I never
paid Tilly much mind, but hearing
Tom having a spasm, practically,
maybe I looked at her slender, lithe
body a little closer. She was all
right. Course, a little thin com-
pared to Storm Kilday, my girl
over in Hereford, but all there.

She sort of smoothed the sweater
and wiggled down into the skirt

-slow and deliberate, and I heard

gulping, choking sounds and
looked at Tom just in time to see
the last of my Old Taylor disap-
pearing down his throat.

Well, Tilly went on about her
business, taking my broom and
brushing up and making the bunk,
and shaking out Tom’s clothes and
putting on more water. All the
time she cleaned the three rabbits
she hummed and sang Indian
songs, and after while I saw it was
no use talking to Tom for he
couldn’t take his eyes off her. After
while I said, ““Tilly lives with her
folks up in the valley. She went
to mission school, that’s how come
she can talk so well. But at heart
she’s a danged interfering female.
Always trying to take care of me.”’

‘““He’s so stubborn and hard
headed,’’ she said, without looking
at us, ‘‘somebody has to.”’

And Tom put in, ‘I ain’t much
on pretty speeches, Tilly, but I’d
like right smart having a fine
young girl like you looking after
me!”’ |
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““You can have her,”” I snapped
and was sort of sorry. Tilly was
good to me.

“‘He’s not interested in me,’’ she
snapped back, disregarding me
and speaking to Tom. ‘‘He’s got
 agirl! A big fat washed out blonde

named Storm, over in Hereford.’’

Now that made me sore. Storm
wasn’t fat, she was just plump,
that’s all. So I said, ‘‘Now you
leave Storm out of this, Tilly! I’m
going to marry her—’’

“Storm,’’ said Tom, quiet like,
““Storm. That’s a peculiar name
for a woman. I’ll bet you I can
describe a dame with a name like
that.”’ I glared at him but he began
talking and I guess I quit staring.
It was uncanny! He desecribed
Storm to a Tee! Even Tilly quit
cleaning rabbits and stood up star-
ing at him with her hands on her
slim hips and her red mouth open.

TOM laughed. ‘“I’'m cheating,”’

he admitted. ‘‘ A fellow I once
knew described her to me. They
ain’t many Storms, so I took a
chanece on it being her. This fellow
that told me about her, down south
a bit, mentioned a friend of hers,
too, a big tall skinny ranny with
a patch over one eye:’’

““That’s her brother,”” I told
him. ‘‘His name is Jack.Kilday.
He’s a blacksheep, a gun man. He
works for King Staffel. Spends
most of the time hanging around
Hereford in the winter time. His
sister, Storm, is singing at the Ace
High. Jerry Staffel, King’s son,
owns that. Storm don’t even speak
to her brother!’’

Tilly put in, ‘“That’s the outfit
that keeps this stubborn fool all
beat up.’’

13

Tom admired her with his eyes, -
and she came over and sat down
at the table and began talking. She
had a habit, Tilly did, of rubbing
her chin and throat when she
talked. The top two or three but-
tons of the store sweater came
loose and the smooth bronze skin
above her breasts slid into view
with a suddenness that sort of
smacked a man right between the
eyes ; and again it looked to me like
this feller Tom wasn’t following
the story very close. I kicked her
in the shin beneath the table and
eyed all that skin with a scowl, and
she laughed in my face, and sort of
preened herself and stuck her chest
out so that the sweater covered
even less than before! Tom nearly
fell off his chair.

‘“‘Let me get this straight,”’ he
said, sort of choking. ‘‘You come
in here and squat on some land
that used to be King Staffel’s
range?’’ I nodded, still glaring at
Tilly. ““He don’t pay you no mind
until you run a shaft back in the
rock and dig out some samples.
Then you take them into Hereford
to an assayer named Taylor.”

Tilly put in, ‘‘He’s a crook. He’s
Staffel’s man.”’

Tom beamed at her. ‘“Then be-
fore you got a report,’”’ he turned
back to me, ‘“‘Jerry Staffel, the
Staffel son, tries to buy your home-
stead.”” I nodded. ‘‘When you
wouldn’t sell, Taylor returns a re-
port that your mine is worthless?’’

‘““But it isn’t,”’ I said, and went
to the cupboard for ore samples.
Tom looked at them a long time,
and he took a fork and pried at
a streak of silver. P

Then he said, ‘‘Hmmmm. Me,
I’m no roek man, but even if this
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here was lead it looks like there’s
enough of it to be valuable. How
come you don’t take it to another
assayer, or send it away?”’

And it was Tilly that told it.
Coming from her it did sound im-
possible, but me, I was going
through it, I knew it was true. You
see, I’'m halfway in between Can-
ton, the county seat, and Hereford,
eight miles from each. The Staffels
run the whole county, always have,
politically and every other way.
To get to either town, I got to
walk, because like I mentioned be-
fore, right after I git paydirt,
somebody stole my horse out of
my shed and killed it.

It is hard to stemaech that even
men that work for the government
can be crooked, but the thing is,
being a postmaster is sort of a
political job after all. I’d mailed
letters in both Canton and Here-
ford, and never got no answer to
them for the simple reason they
never left town. The postmasters
would give them to their political
boss, who was Jerry Staffel, the
son! I didn’t carry a gun, I
couldn’t and keep my promise.

So as soon as I’d get to either
town somebody would pick a fight
with me, usually Jack Kilday,
Storm’s no good brother—though
she wasn’t responsible for him !—
and someone else would pitch in
and I’d get pretty bad beat up!
Why, sometimes I even had to de-
-pend on Tilly to bring out sup-
plies!

Tom said, sort of curious like,
‘¢ And what does your girl advise
you to do?”’

“Storm?’’ snapped Tilly, like
it was a bad taste in her mouth,
what with her being so jealous.

“‘She is so frightened for him! So
frightened! She wants Effie to sell
out complete to the Staffels and
take her away from it all, damn
her! And Effie falls for it. He tells
her all his plans, he talks every-
thing over with her before he does
it! Hell, he wouldn’t wipe his nose
without asking her advice!”’

““Storm’s smart,”’ T said defen-
sively. But Tilly just got up and
began pacing the cabin floor, her
mocassined heels coming down
hard enough to make her hips
quiver and dance, and T saw Tom
was forgetting about my troubles
already.

FINALLY he said, ¢ And no mat-

ter what you try to do, no mat-
ter how you try to get out of the
pocket you’re in, this here Staffel
and his son know your plans?”’ I
guess I looked my amazement, it
seemed like he was a clairvoyant or
something.

Tilly looked at him, hands en
hips, with a meaning look, as if
to say. ““See? What have I been
telling you.”’

Tom got up sort of slow. He
walked over to where his morrals
were and opened one and came
back with three bottles.‘‘Tequila,’’
he said. ‘““Good to warm up a man’s
insides. I been riding the snowline
so danged long I’m froze. Suppose
we sit here and drink a little geri-
ous liquor. Then I’ll catch a little
shuteye, and maybe we’ll go in
to Hereford and see some folks.?”’

You know, it was funny. T felt
like a load had been lifted from
my shoulders. Tom was that sort
of fellow, capable looking, and the
way he even walked on his sore feet
was catlike, and T remembered
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“You damn’ squaw!” cursed Storm. “Yow've been
here all the time. What'd he do with the contract?”’
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what had happened when I touched
his gun earlier. Yes sir, I’d prom-
ised my daddy never to possess a
gun but I never promised him not
to go along with someone that did
have one, and someone that could
use it. So we sat there and drank
and I began to get a glow from the
tequila. Tom, he kept telling about
things that had happened down in
Texas, and Tilly took a few drinks,
and loosened the sweater even
more, and even did us a parody
of a Piute stomp dance that was
really funny. T could look at her,
all slim, and eopper color, with her
flashing eyes and red mouth and
white teeth, and I tell you it made
me think of Storm, and wish I had
Storm in my arms and all our
troubles were over!

Bye and bye Tom rolled into my
bunk and started snoring.

He slept thirty-six hours by the
clock.

IT WAS eight o’clock in the night-

of the second day before Tom
got up, and when he did erawl out
of the bunk, shaking and shivering,
though the stove was glowing
cherry red, he was hungry as a
wolf.

““Never mind,’”’ he said, finish-
ing up what bacon was in the house,
and tearing into the last can of
beans, ‘‘you can get more tomor-
row in Hereford.’”” And he asked
about Tilly, too, and made the com-
‘ment that she was about the
prettiest piece of woman flesh he’d
seen from Guadalajara to here,
which was as far as he’d ever
gotten north!

“‘She’s an Indian,”’ I shrugged,
‘““but you ought to see my girl,
Storm!”’ And away 1 went, telling
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all about how white and rosy pink
she was, and her lips always look-
ing moist and parted, and how soft
and warm her arms were about a
fellow’s neck. And when I looked
up, old Tom had pushed back from-
the table and had his head on.his
chest and his eyes closed. He was
snoring,

At ten, after 1’d washed the
dishes, he put some more blankets
on the bunk and crawled under
them again. Pretty soon he was
hard at it, and dang me if he wasn’t
still sleeping the next morning
when Tilly halloo-ed.

She had a big piece of venison
this time, and while she wriggled
out of her leggings and jacket her
black eyes found my pack and
turned inquiringly toward the
bunk. ‘“Where you going?’’ was
question one. ‘‘And is he sick?”’
was number two.

I shook my head. ‘“We’re riding
or walking into Hereford,’’ I told
her, and ‘“He ain’t sick. He’s the
sleepingest fellow I ever saw!”’

About then he opened his eyes
and grinned. ‘‘Hello, squaw,’’ he
said. ‘‘What you bring us to eat
this morning? Venison, hanh?
Reckon you can turn your head and
put a thick slab of it in a skillet .
while I get into my britches?’’

She could and did. He ate three
thick steaks, beaming at Tilly all
the time. ‘‘Now Tilly,’” he grinned,
picking at his teeth with a five inch
clasp knife, ‘‘is my idea of a good
provider. On account of not hav-
ing no dessert, a little kiss would
be sweet enough for an old feller
like me.”” And danged if he didn’t
reach over and pick her up and set
her on his knees and kiss her, right
enthusiastie.



17

TUMBLEWEED THAWS

Sure, it wasn’t any of my busi-
ness, but it looked to me like Tilly
didn’t fight her best. And when
she put her arms around his neck
and helped, and that short skirt
began sliding way up over her
bronze knees, well, I started to go
outside and leave them alone,
pretty mad, I'll tell you. But Tom
stopped me, set her on the floor,
smacking his lips, and she looked
over and laughed in my face.

“If we’re going,’”’ he said, ‘‘I
reckon we better git. 1 got a little
clothes changing to do first.”’ He
went over to his morrals and
shucked off his shirt. 1 began

prettying myself up—after all T

was going to see Storm!—and
when I finished, Tom was ready,
too. -
He didn’t look like the saddle
bum who’d rolled in the snow at
my front door not long ago! He’d
slid into a close fitting white silk
shirt, with a little black string tie.
And over it he wore a Mexican
jaqueta of soft, tanned skin, caught
at the waist with a belt made out
of silver pesos, making it into a
blouse. The sleeves were orna-
mented with colored feather work,
and on the back was a big Mexican
eagle, the national emblem, all
worked out in colors. I tell you it
was swell. And Tilly thought so,
too.

OM stuck his head out the door

and right away his teeth began
chattering. He sure hated to go

out into the cold! He made me go-

get his roan, and when I got back
he had both his legs blanket
wrapped, and had on all those
clothes again till he looked big and
fat. It took me and Tilly both to

desperate.

P

hoist him on his horse.

Then he wrapped a blanket over

his head, and a handkerchief over
his face, and another pair of blan-
kets about his shoulders. And he
insisted I take the hair rope and
wind him round like a coccoon.
This time, he said, he wouldn’t fall
in no water and get frost bit so
his hands wouldn’t work. He was
loose enough so with a little con-
triving he could get himself out
of the blankets, but he was tight
enough to keep out the cold.
- “T wish,”” he groaned, sort of
muffled, ‘‘I’d a thought to tie the
stove in here with me. Crawl up
here behind, Effie, and we’ll go to
Hereford.”’

Tilly did a funny thing then. She
came out and laid her hands, both
of them, on Tom’s leg, and said,
““You sure it’s going to work out,
mister?’’

He just laughed, hollow like, in-
side all them blankets, and sort of
jeered, “‘I’ll see he don’t get hurt,
squaw. Reckon you can have some
hot venison ready for us?’’ She
reckoned she could, and we trotted
off through the winter sunshine,
that wasn’t much warmer than a
winter wind.

All the eight miles I worried.
‘ After all, I didn’t know much
about Tom, and here I was with
my arm fractured, without a gun,
going in where I’d been warned to
keep away, and depending on him
to take care of me. Sure, I was
ashamed of it, but I tell you, I was
Just picturing how
happy me and Storm could be if
everything was all right, why,
shoot, I was willing to try any-
thing.

(Continued on page 82)



o Wild

OLITA, the dance hall girl,
L brought out a special bottle

that was better than the red-
eye on the bar downstairs. The
thin garment she had donned flared
with her lithe movements and re-
vealed silken, skin-tight undies
about the intriguing swell of her
hips. When she poured two drinks,

He grabbed the man’s wrist just
as the gun started to come out.

tempting olive tinted flesh showed
above the contours of her pulsing
bosom.

“Slim’? MeCann’s eyes were
half closed and he muttered thick-
ly. He wasn’t nearly as drunk as
he seemed and he was watching
Lolita’s liquid, sloe-black eyes.
Occasionally he glanced at her



Slim was certain that the girl, Lolita, was responsible

for the leaks concerning the gold shipments.

What

hadn’t occurred to him was that trying to get infor-
mation from Lolita was twice as dangerous as playing
with dynamite

other enticements and his spine
tingled in spite of himself. He was
sprawled on the sofa in the room
that made him sick with its musky
smell of cheap perfume.

When she had downed her own
drink, Lolita came over and sank
down beside him. She slid a small,

warm hand to the back of his neck.
Her nearness stirred him and made
him nervous with a desire to take

the red-lipped girl into his arms.
He judged that Bart Owner must
have yielded to that same urge.
And Hodge Hopkins. They had
been freight skinners on the Dev-
19
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il’s Tail the same as Slim McCann.
Both now were dead in the whirl-
ing waters of the Devil’s Tail
river. They had been with this Lo-
lita shortly before their freight
wagons had started down from
Snag Mountain to Stubtown with
consignments of gold from the rich
Big Basin stamp mill

Slim had learned that much, and
he wasn’t honing to join them in
the Devil’s Tail. But he had sworn
to himself that he would get at the
hombre behind the murderous
holdups of the wagons carrying
the gold. ‘“Wolf”’ Callow’s owl-
hooters pulled the jobs, but Wolf
Callow had not the brains to do
more than stage occasional raids
on the cow ranges. And Wolf Cal-
low had struck only at the freight
wagons carrying the gold, al-
though the consignments were
loaded secretly and at odd times.

So, behind Wolf Callow and the
gir] Lolita there had to be a keener
mind. Roaring Stubtown had many
such minds, but the murders of
Owner and Hopkins went back to
Lolita. Slim downed his drink and
mumbled sleepily, letting his arms
go at last about the girl.

““You like Lolita veree much?”’
she crooned softly into his ear.

‘Like Lolita?’’ he said with
drunken gravity. ‘‘Yuh betcha! I
ain’t never seen a filly that could
beat yuh for looks.”’

““You kees Lolita then!’’ she
said breathlessly, both her arms
suddenly locking his neck and
bringing his hard-lipped mouth to
her own.

Her soft bosom flattened and her
heart pulsed against him. Her thin
rohe fell away and her warm,
rounded thighs were brushing his
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lanky knees as her lips parted. Slim
hadn’t meant it to be quite this
way, but nature had so fashioned
Lolita that the quivering of her
luscious body made Slim forget his
purpose for the moment.

His hands upon her yielding back
strained her to him. He couldn’t
then for a time keep in mind that
this was the way it must have been
with the two dead freighters. Lo-
lita gave maddening response to
his caresses—

WHEN she stood up, sighing and

breathless, and poured him
another drink, Slim McCann hated
himself. She was beside him again.
Then it came.

““Slim ees love Lolita much?’’
she murmured, dark eyes heavy-
lidded. ‘‘Maybe eet ees he would
take Lolita away. Next time when
the gold ees come down in Slim’s
wagon? Yes?”’

Slim’s lean body tensed. Thus
far he had read sign rightly on the
freight murder trail.

‘““Well, mebbe so,”” he grunted
thickly. ‘‘Reckon yuh could git
ready by then for the long trail?’’

Lolita’s eyes sparkled with tri-
umph. This drunken freight skin-
ner was about to give up the
information she was after.

‘““When ees eet the next gold ees
come?’’ she said. |

‘“‘Lemme see,’’ considered Slim.
“Next time on my wagon a week
come Thursday.”’ |

He reached for the special bottle,
but Lolita’s arms had locked him

tightly.

“Slim ees maybe love Lolita?”’
“Um-m-m-m!’’ he grunted with
her vibrant lips pressing his mouth.
And from the bedlam of the bar-
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room and dance floor below came

a cry that cleared all the fog from

Slim’s senses.

““Lemme go! I tell you I must
find Slim MecCann!’’

“Up them stairs, ma’am!’’ ob-
liged a heavy voice in sudden si-
lence over the barroom. ‘‘Flirst
door t’ your right, but I reckon
yuh’d best not—"’

Slim was freeing Lolita’s arms,
wrenching her away from him. Re-
sisting, the girl tripped, toppled
backard. Sleek, bare thighs, taper-
ing to shadowed silk flashed golden
in the lamp-light as her thin robe
whirled apart and she sereamed.

Slim recalled too late that the
flimsy door had no lock. There were
quick steps and the door flew open.
A willowy girl with bits of the sky
for eyes and coiled yellow hair
swayed in the opening. Her pretty
oval face was white, then it slowly
flushed to scarlet as she took in the
sprawled figure of Lolita on the
floor and coatless Slim MecCann.
Slim’s belted .49 hung over the
back of a chair.

“You? Slhim McCann!” The
words came with a lash of scorn
in the tense voice of the girl. ‘‘ And
they told me that maybe you could
help me!”’

Lolita rose slowly to her feet,
pulling the robe around her lus-
cious curves. Her black eyes flashed
and her hand darted to her silk
brassiere. A sharp jeweled dagger
appeared and Lolita emitted a hiss-
ing scream as she sprang at the
gir] in the doorway.

“‘Stop it, you damn’ fool!’’ grat-
ed Slim, moving with a lithe quick-
ness that carried him to the two
girls,
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HE HAD no time to attempt to
* seize the mad girl’s knife
hand. The best he could do was
make it a straight punch with his
fist to the soft flesh under her ear.
Lolita cried out and erumpled.

The girl in the doorway hadn’t
moved.

‘“‘Maybe I ought to thank you,
Slim MeCann!’’ she said scathing-
ly. ““But I don’t feel that way!’’
Then her voice broke into a sob.

‘“ And while you’ve been here
pleasurin’ yourself, Daddy Dorn’s
freight wagon is in the Devil’s
Tail! Wolf Callow got him and the
mules went off the cliff! Shorty
Masters was with him and he got
away! But I can’t expect anything
from you now, Slim McCann!”’

She turned, starting to run down
the stairs into the barroom. At the
top she tripped and a bearded hom-
bre, much the worse for redeye,
caught her in his huge arms at the
bottom.

But instead of releasing her, he
cursed jubilantly into the silence
that had fallen.

“Damme t’ hell! Who’d ever ex-
pect to see such a pretty critter in
the Black Jack? An’ she jumps
right inter my arms!”’

Mary Dorn’s corn yellow hair
tumbled from its coiled knot into a
lustrous mass over her shoulders.
She didn’t speak or cry out, but
clawed furiously at the bearded
face of the tough. He roared with
ribald laughter and holding her off
easily with one hand, deliberately
ripped away her shirt to expose the
little bandeau that protected her
firm young breasts.

‘““Let ’er go, yuh damn’ pole-

cat!”’ roared Slim MecCann as he °

hurled himself from the stairs
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above, not waiting for his gun.

Slim’s hard, lean weight struck
the tough with an impact that car-
ried both him and Mary Dorn to
the muddied floor. The girl’s skirts
whirled high and a gasp of appre-
ciation ran around the barroom.

Mary had perhaps the neatest
ankles and the trimmest legs in all
of Devil’s Tail county. Slim and
white, they were revealed above
her black stockings to lacy white-
ness of the kind of underthings
range girls wear. Nothing of silk,
but there wasn’t an hombre in the
barroom who didn’t appreciate the
difference between her clean fine-
ness and the tinsel fripperies of
the dance hall girls.

The collision knocked the breath
from Slhim, but it didn’t prevent
him crossing a hard right to his op-
ponent’s chin as they lay on the
floor. The tough swore heavily,
rolled over, and his gun came from
its ‘holster. Unarmed, Slim stared
into the round hole of death, almost
feeling the lead cutting into his in-
nards.

A smaller calibred gun exploded.
The tough’s .45 belched fire, too,
but the bullet went wild. The tough
fell to his back, dead enough, with
one eye gone where a slug had hit
his temple.

A hoarse mutter of surprise went
around the room.

Slim got Mary to her feet. He
was looking at ‘‘Diamond’’ Rea-
gan, the thin, dark-faced gambler
who ran the games for the Black
Jack. Reagan was pushing his .38
back into his shoulder holster with-
out any trace of emotion. '

‘““Reckon I owe yuh one for
that,”” muttered Slim. ‘‘Come on,
Mary, let’s get out.”’

HERE were two score tough

hombres looking on. ‘‘Pinky”’
Duval, who owned the Black Jack,
blinked small eyes over his fat,
pinkish cheeks. He was nodding
approval with a smile for Reagan.

‘““A lady’s a lady, even in the
Black Jack,”” Duval said with a
short laugh. ‘‘The drinks are on
the house.”’

Slim got Mary through the bat-
wing doors. He took her arm as
they crossed the muddy street be-
tween the plank walks. Then she
freed herself.

“I'll go on alone from here, Slim
MecCann, if you please,’’ she said.
‘““‘Reckon you may  want-a go
back.’’

Slim had often watched Mary
Dorn, but had never before said
more than ‘‘howdy’’ to her. With
{rembling fingers she was holding
her torn waist over her heaving
white bosom and her eyes still
scorned him for what she had seen
in Lolita’s room. Her red lips were
drawn into a thin line.

‘““Mebbe so I'd best go back,”’
Slim said quietly. ‘‘But not for the
reason you’re thinkin’ on. It’s too
late to save Dad Dorn.”’

He had too much stiffness of pride
to tell her why he had been in Lo-
lita’s room. That could wait until
he suceceeded or failed in uncover-
ing the hombre behind Wolf Cal-
low’s murderous holdups.

‘““You’re as much of a beast as
the rest of them!”’ flared Mary an-
grily. ‘It ain’t too late to get Wolf
Callow!”’

She turned and ran along the
plank walk. Slim knew suddenly
that Mary Dorn was the only girl
he would ever love. Her scorn had
made him feel sick and empty bel-
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He had no time to reach the
girl’s knife hand.

lied, something that never before
had happened to Slim.

When he got back to the bat-
wings, several girls were quitting
for the night and crossing over to
the boarding house where they
lived. Lolita was not with them.

He saw Lolita over the batwings.
She was talking with the gambler,
Diamond Reagan and with Pinky
Duval. They were at the back end
of the bar. Surveying all of the
hombres in the Black Jack, it
struck Slim that the Black Jack
was the meeting place of all the
owlhooters and gunnies infesting
the mnewly opened Devil’s Tail
country. :
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