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“Even with a psycho there’s a point
of contact in the killings,” Sheriff Jack Tragg told Deputies Fayde
and Counter as they went to investigate the third apparently
unconnected murder in which the same gun had been used. “Find it
and at least you’ll have his motive.”

Yet there seemed no point of contact between the
victims – and old moonshiner, a visiting theatrical producer and
the bust-out man of a crooked floating crap game. So the deputies
searched and at last found the point of contact. But finding it
gave them the name of another possible victim … Woman Deputy Alice
Fayde herself!
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Chapter One

As long as men have distilled spirits and taken
pleasure in drinking them, governments have imposed taxes on their
production and distribution. Human nature being what it is, there
have always been people who objected to paying those taxes. Some of
the objectors solved the problem by establishing their own
distilleries where the eye of authority could not find them.

Scottish and Irish immigrants brought their knowledge
of distilling whiskey to the New World, along with their antipathy
in the matter of paying excise taxes. Despite the protests which
came from all levels of society, an ever-growing need for revenue,
to finance wars or development projects, caused the governing
bodies in first the Colonies then the States of the Union to seek
the means to raise it. Knowing the public’s disapproval of taxation
on private income, the politicians came to regard the distillers
and distributors of ardent spirits—luxury items when all was said
and done—as a popular and useful source of income. Wherever excise
laws came into being, the copper ‘turnip’ stills of the illicit
brewers were soon in operation.

With the passing of the years, the increasing demands
of governmental spending made the authorities more determined to
stamp out tax-evading distilleries. The moonshiner found himself
forced to move away from his customers, but continued to produce
and distribute his wares. Boats crept silently across the bayous of
Florida as they plied between the island-hopper brewers and their
salesmen. In the Cumberland Mountains, hardtail-leggers—those
mysterious mules which nobody ever owned or trained—trotted
unescorted by day or night along narrow, hazardous trails carrying
raw materials to, or the finished products from the stills. Horses
and human muscles provided other means of transporting the
moonshiners’ wares until the coming of the internal combustion
engine.

Changing times and conditions did not wipe out the
moonshiners, but merely improved their techniques. Instead of
working as individuals, they became members of combines operating
over counties or even covering whole States; the entire affair,
from distilling to delivery being organized like any other
business.

Gary Holton worked as a runner for the South-West
Texas combine. At the wheel of a souped-up and trapped Ford
Mustang, he made collections from moonshiners scattered over the
border counties between El Paso and Val Verde. Skilled at his work,
whether rolling in a convoy or running alone, he was known as a wiz
for the combine but had never been caught and proved to be driving
a vehicle transporting non-tax-paid liquor.

Normally a cheerful, happy-go-lucky man, he was ashy
pale under his tan as he drove up to the service station just
before where State Auto Road 227 entered Gusher City. At nine
o’clock on a clear moonlight night, the station was deserted except
for an imported M.G. MGB convertible partially hidden in the
shadows at the far end of the building. Stopping the Mustang before
the petrol pumps, he opened the door. As he was about to climb out,
he saw a deputy belonging to the Rockabye County Sheriff’s Office
walk from the ‘Women’s’ room. The sight handed him a hell of a
shock; although not for the obvious reason.

The deputy had every sexual right to use that
particular room. Five foot seven in height, she was bareheaded with
red hair done in a medium length, neat flip style. While maybe not
as beautiful in a sensual manner as a glamour-movie star, she was
sufficiently attractive to meet any but the most demanding tastes
and her looks would stand the test of time. Clad in a khaki uniform
and calf-high boots, her blouse and slacks set off a figure which
was satisfactory without being blatantly eye-catching. Around her
waist was a modern basket-stamp Sam Browne belt, without a shoulder
strap, supporting a Colt Commander automatic pistol in a
forward-raked Safariland No. 55 holster at its right side, balanced
by a handcuffs pouch and two cased spare magazines on the left.

Some people might have thought the gunbelt
ostentatious, but not Holton. He knew that every peace officer in
Rockabye County, regardless of sex, received a thorough training in
weapon-handling.

Halting clear of the room’s door, Woman Deputy Alice
Fayde looked in Holton’s direction. Instantly he forgot his
original intention of calling the combine’s local agent on the
telephone. Female officers only carried their firearms openly when
on an assignment where they might run into trouble. Which meant
Deputy Fayde had a reason for being at the gas station. Maybe a
reason connected with the combine. In which case, he had no desire
to be held and questioned.

Swinging his feet back into the car, Holton slammed
its door. With deft speed, despite his concern, he started the
engine and set the Mustang rolling. Making a U-turn, he headed
north along the wide, smooth surface of the Auto Road. Even while
turning, he felt a surge of relief and it grew as the powerful car
picked up speed. In his anxiety, he had made two mistakes.

In all probability, Alice Fayde would not have
noticed Holton if he had behaved naturally. Despite his thoughts on
the subject, moonshiners were the last thing on her mind as she
emerged from the ‘Women’s’ room after relieving the call of nature.
Nor was she on a dangerous assignment. Along with her partner,
Deputy Bradford Counter, she had been firing the monthly
qualification Night Shoot on the Department of Public Safety’s
out-of-town ranges; which explained why the Commander rode its
holster on her hip instead of being in the more usual Pete Ludwig
shoulder bag.

Innocent of intent or not, Alice recognized Holton
and read significance in his actions. Experience had taught her
many lessons during the career which had begun as a rookie in the
Bureau of Women Officers. After walking a beat in a division of the
Gusher City Police Department, she had been promoted to detective,
working from station houses in the slum area known as the Bad Bit,
then in snob Upton Heights. Time in the various specialist
departments came next, Juvenile, Vice and Gambling, Traffic and
finally Narcotics. Her work in the latter brought a coveted
promotion to the Sheriff’s Office; not as the usual run of woman
deputy, riding a switchboard, handling female prisoners or acting
as a secretary, but serving as a full-time member of an
investigation team. Having county-wide jurisdiction, the Gusher
City section of the Sheriff’s Office also served as the city’s
homicide squad. Alice could truthfully say that she took a full
share of the Office’s workload.

A peace officer, especially one in detection duties,
is by nature a hunter and to a hunter flight invites pursuit.
Unless Alice was badly mistaken, Holton had a desire to avoid
contact with the law. That was sufficient to make her decide on
giving chase. So, even as the Mustang purred into movement, she
attracted her partner’s attention with an unladylike but effective
whistle and waved for him to come.

Even in the driving seat of his M.G. convertible,
Deputy Sheriff Bradford Counter conveyed an impression of
exceptional size and power. Standing up, he measured six foot three
inches, discounting his crepe-soled hunting-boots, and had the
muscular development of a Mr. Universe. Topped by curly golden
blond hair, his almost classically handsome features would turn
female heads in any crowd. Like Alice, he wore a uniform shirt—with
his deputy’s badge pinned to the left breast pocket—and slacks. His
Sam Browne belt followed hers in general design and fittings,
except that it carried a Colt Government Model .45 automatic in a
Bianchi Cooper-Combat holster with an Elden Carl safety fly-off
strap.

The fact that Brad drove an imported car did not
imply he was corrupt, but stemmed from his belonging to one of the
richest families in Texas. Unlike Alice and every other member of
the Office, he had become a deputy without serving in the G.C.P.D.
A Police Science & Administration major from the University of
Southern Texas, he had also taken the Federal Bureau of
Investigation’s comprehensive police officers’ training course. At
first his appointment had aroused hostility or gloomy predictions
of failure. Since then, he had proved his worth and gained
acceptance. There were few in the county or municipal law
enforcement organizations who could equal his skill with firearms.
That dexterity may have sprung from being the great-grandson of
Mark Counter, old time gunfighter, peace officer—and, if legend
could be believed, considerable of a hand with the ladies.
i

Certainly Alice had never regretted teaming up with
Brad, either on or off watch. When working on a case, she found it
comforting to remember that her partner could draw and shoot his
automatic accurately in around half a second if needed, hold his
end up in any kind of rough-house brawl, possessed enormous
strength without being slow or clumsy, and was also a shrewd,
capable, intelligent peace officer. Nor had she any complaints
about him from their off-watch acquaintance. Brad had inherited
more than gun-skill from his illustrious great-grandfather.

Attracted by Alice’s whistle and signal, Brad started
the M.G.’s engine. He had taken it around the side of the building
to check the tires’ air pressure and stayed there to await her
return. Noticing the Mustang commencing its U-turn, he sensed the
urgency Alice felt to get moving. So he wasted no time in rejoining
her. The night being warm, he had left the roof folded down and
Alice proceeded to take advantage of it. Before the little car
stopped, she vaulted over the door to slide into the passenger’s
seat.

‘Get after the Mustang, Brad,’ she
ordered, clipping the three-point seat-belt around her.

Taken with her order, Alice’s actions confirmed
Brad’s suspicions of why she had called him over. Before she had
finished speaking or coupling on the belt, he sent the car lunging
from the service station and along the Auto Road. Not until they
were speeding after the Mustang did he offer to satisfy his
curiosity.

‘What’s up, Alice?’

‘It’s Holton,’ she explained. ‘He’s
a whiz for the combine.’

‘Is, huh?’ Brad drawled, increasing
the M.G.’s speed. ‘I’ll see if we can run him down, but that’s no
hoopy-cat ii he’s
pushing.’

While obeying Alice’s order without questioning her
reasons for giving it, Brad felt puzzled. He knew that moonshining
went on in the more remote regions of the county—and, if rumor be
true, in some not so remote areas—but it rarely concerned the
deputies working out of the Gusher City Office. They had quite
enough on their hands dealing with the twenty-two different legal
infractions—such as rape, bigamy, kidnapping, even
wife-beating—which could be the prelude to murder, to bother with
something that came under the jurisdiction of the Alcohol &
Tobacco Tax Division of the Internal Revenue Service. Of course if
they came upon a whiz, a driver for the combine, running a cargo of
non-tax-paid whiskey, or any other kind of law-breaking, they would
attend to it.

Settling comfortably in her seat, Alice watched the
Mustang gathering speed. She found herself wondering at the motive
behind Holton’s actions. For an experienced whiz, he had behaved in
a peculiar manner.

‘I wished we’d brought a radio,
Brad,’ Alice commented. Then we could call ahead and have a block
put on the road. I don’t like it.’

‘Why not?’

‘Why did a wise guy like Holton take
off when he saw me? I wouldn’t have given him a second glance but
for that.’

‘Could be he’s not tripping at all,’
Brad pointed out. ‘He’s not carrying a rider.’

Alice knew that a transporter car often carried a
‘rider’ to speed the unloading and check on the quantities
delivered by the whiz. Yet the lack of the rider proved nothing.
Nor did it explain Holton’s reaction to the sight of her leaving
the ‘Women’s’ room.

‘I still don’t like it,’ she
insisted.

‘Maybe he was doing a burnt run,’
Brad suggested. ‘When he saw you, he figured we’d been tipped
there’s a convoy due. So he made sure you noticed him and would
give chase. Now he’s leading us away from them.’

It had long been the method of moonshiner combines to
send a car on a ‘burnt run’ without a load, to scout the route
before the transporter convoy used it. Drawing the officer’s
attention to him and inducing them to chase him was an old
dry-runner’s decoy trick.

‘That’s possible,’ Alice admitted.
‘In fact, the way he took off, I’d say he expected a posse to be
out tonight.’

‘Is there one?’

‘Not that I’ve heard, and there’s
nothing happens without the B.W.O. getting to know about
it.’

‘Nothing, boss lady?’ Brad asked,
sounding a mite concerned.

‘I mean in watch hours,’ Alice
reassured him. ‘The bomber boys iii usually ask the Sheriff’s Office
for help if they hear a convoy’s coming through and I haven’t heard
of them asking.’

‘Anyways,’ Brad drawled, easing his
car by an articulated truck and into the fast lane, ‘if there’s a
posse out, chasing the Mustang may help them.’

‘Yes,’ Alice agreed. ‘With us after
Holton, they may send the convoy off thinking he’s decoyed the
posse away. I still wish we’d brought a radio.’

‘I’d settle for a siren,’ Brad
growled, watching the road ahead. ‘That way we’d get a clear run
after him, they’d know we’re the law. Are there any badge-bandits
along here?’

‘Badge-bandits yet!’ Alice sniffed.
‘You’ve been with the hot-rod set again. There’s usually one behind
the Tri-State Removals’ billboard about a mile on. Are you scared
he’ll hand you a speeding ticket? ’

‘Nope, I’m a friend of the mayor,’
Brad replied, then became serious. ‘If he’s there, he’ll have a
radio on his motorbike and can call ahead to set the road block.
Say, I wonder if Holton’s carrying a load. Speed we’re going, I’d
hate to be too close if he jettisons it.’

‘And me. Just carrying wouldn’t make
him act as jumpy as he did, though. I’ve an idea this caper cuts
deeper than we realize, Brad.’

‘There’s the billboard now,’ Brad
announced. ‘Let’s hope he’s there and not too busy reading
Great-Grandpappy Mark’s memoirs to see us go by.’

‘If he was reading, it couldn’t have
been one of the interesting parts,’ Alice answered, looking to
where a Highway Patrolman stood trying to start his powerful
Harley-Davidson motor-cycle alongside the billboard.

‘They’re all interesting parts,’
Brad grinned, thinking of the recently-published book of Mark
Counter’s memoirs, as they flashed by the billboard. ‘Why there’re
times I don’t know how he kept his strength up.’

‘You manage it,’ Alice pointed out,
looking back. ‘Damn it, Brad. His bike won’t start. He’s not after
us.’

About to comment that Great-Grandpappy Mark had on
occasion associated with Calamity Jane and Belle Starr, iv or Poker Alice and Madame
Moustache, f vat the same
time, while he himself had only one female deputy to contend with,
Brad put flippancy from his thoughts. Knowing the dangers of the
chase, he had been counting on the motorcycle officer’s siren to
wail a warning for all other road-users to give way. Deprived of
it, he could only hope that other travelers would see and recognize
his and Alice’s uniforms, guess why they were speeding along the
road after the Mustang and let them go through unhindered.

‘Let’s hope he’s got sense enough to
radio ahead,’ Brad growled. ‘And that we have a clear road. The way
that Mustang moves, catching it’s not going to be easy.’


Chapter Two

In the Mustang, Holton studied the M.G. through the
rear-view mirror and gradually increased his speed. He knew that
the little imported car was fast, but felt sure he could out-run
it. To prepare the Mustang for transporter work, its ignition,
compression and other details had been worked on by the combine’s
specially-trained mechanics. On a road like the State Auto, fairly
straight, wide and open, it could develop high speeds. No official
pursuit vehicle—be it a bomber-boys’ bumper-clutch’ car or local
officer’s heap—had ever managed to catch up with him. According to
the sales brochures, a production-line M.G.’s top speed went
slightly over 105 m.p.h. He knew that the Mustang could do better
than that.

Give Sheriff Jack Tragg his due though, Holton mused,
buying a fast imported heap like the M.G. for undercover work had
been a mighty slick move. The whiz had not connected it with the
local law enforcement officers back at the service station. If he
had not seen Alice Fayde leave the £Women’s’ room, he might have
walked unsuspecting into the arms of the waiting peace officers.
Which raised the point of who they had been waiting for. It could
not have been him. Or if it was, they must know about—

Letting out a low gasping growl, Holton tried to
force the last thoughts from his head. No matter what the deputies
following him knew, he would be safe for the time being if he could
only cross the county line. There was no sign of a buzz box
vi in the M.G., which meant they
could not be in touch with other units. Nor did the badge-bandit
appear to be in pursuit. Given luck, he might reach Route 90 and
pass over the line into Presidio County before Alice Fayde managed
to get a warning radioed ahead for road blocks to be set up.

After delivering his warning, Brad gave his full
attention to handling the M.G. Measuring the distance between his
car and the Mustang, he increased his foot-pressure on the
accelerator and felt the engine throbbing its response. While
Holton had been correct in his estimation of production-line
performance, he had made an error. Brad owned the car, not the
Bureau of Motor Vehicles. On purchasing it, he had put it into the
hands of a mechanic every bit as skilled as those working for the
combine. So it now possessed the extra speed and power, without
loss of handling qualities, necessary to indulge in such a chase
with the hope of success.

At Brad’s side, Alice watched the road ahead and
listened to the growing growl of the M.G.’s engine. Behind them
rose the wail of the Highway Patrol motor-cycle’s siren; but it was
already too far to the rear to offer any hope of assistance.
Fortunately the majority of the traffic was headed into Gusher City
and so far the outward-bound fast lane had no other users. Glancing
at the speedometer, she found its needle wavering beyond the
100-mile graduation. Not that she felt concerned, having ridden at
high speed alongside Brad on other occasions.

Five miles fell behind them and they had left the
more open range country to pass through an area of wooded land.
Holton also studied his speedometer. Although travelling at
something over one hundred and ten miles per hour, he could not
detect any increase in the distance separating him from his
pursuer. Before he could consider the matter, something happened to
distract him. A hot-rod carrying two youngsters, their identical
style of clothing and hairs’ length preventing him from determining
their sex, emerged from a turn-off. Flashing by, he saw their faces
turn his way. The girl in the passenger seat yelled something to
her male companion, but Holton could not catch the words.

Seeing Holton pass the hot-rod, Brad also prepared to
overtake it. However it cut across from the slow lane, increasing
speed to fall into line behind the Mustang.

‘Watch them, Brad!’ Alice breathed.
‘Maybe they’re a convoy car running block for him.’

‘Could be,’ Brad
admitted.

Although considering the possibility of the hot-rod
belonging to the combine and being used to help the Mustang escape,
Brad stabbed his thumb on to the horn’s button in the center of the
steering wheel. Hearing the series of horn-blasts, the girl in the
other car turned and looked back. Then she shrieked into the
driver’s ear, clearly informing him of the M.G.’s proximity.

‘They can see our uniforms,’ Alice
said.

‘It’s not making them slow down any,
though,’ Brad replied. ‘If they’re running block for him, they
should be.’ Alice nodded her agreement. If the occupants of the
hotrod followed the usual tactics of a block car, they would try to
delay the pursuit and prevent the M.G. from passing while the
Mustang increased its lead. Instead, the youngsters continued to
push along on the heels of the first car. When Brad again sounded
his horn and Alice signaled for the hotrod to draw out into the
center lane, the girl twisted around to make derisive
gestures.

‘The stupid—!’ Alice spat out. ‘I’ll
swear they’re just joy-riding and think this’s a wild kick. If
there’s a road block ahead, they could get hurt.’

‘Yeah,’ Brad agreed, studying the
condition of the road ahead. Satisfied that it was clear for over a
mile, he went on, ‘Hold tight, boss lady!’

Feeling the power of the M.G.’s motor increase, Alice
watched the speedometer’s needle jam at one hundred and twenty
m.p.h. Every instinct she possessed warned that they were going
much faster. The trees flanking the road became almost a blur as
they fell behind the M.G. However Alice paid little attention to
either the scenery or the occasional wind-buffeting caused by a car
speeding along the opposite fast-lane. Instead she studied her
partner as he deftly corrected any slight tendency to swing when a
rush of air hit them, guessing what he planned to do. There could
be no overtaking the hot-rod correctly from the left, it was too
far across the lane and the central reservation’s strip of worn
grass prevented the M.G. going in that direction.

Forced back against the leather upholstery of the
bucket-type seat, Alice found that she had called the play
accurately. Easing the steering wheel around with a powerful yet
delicate touch Brad directed the M.G. to the right. Tearing along
the fringe of the fast-lane, Alice saw the hot-rod’s rear drawing
closer. They would soon know for sure if it was driven by a whiz
for the combine.

Coming level with the hot-rod, Alice saw the other
girl’s face twist to look in their direction and heard her yell in
surprise. Wild excitement played on the girl’s features as she
clung grimly to her seat and shouted at where shoulder-long hair
obscured her companion’s right ear. Instinctively Alice’s right
hand found the butt of the Colt Commander and her thumb forced the
holster’s restraining strap clear of the automatic’s cocked-back
hammer. If the hot-rod was running block for the Mustang, its
driver would try to make Brad withdraw or to push the M.G. off the
road.

When neither happened, Alice relaxed as well as she
could under the conditions. Instead of acting as a block-car’s
driver would, the youngster merely glared in exasperation at the
M.G. and let it go by. Not until Brad had left him behind did he
ram his foot down on the accelerator and swing the hot-rod out
ready to make an attempt at passing the imported car on the
right.

‘They must think it’s a race!’ Alice
announced, with mingled annoyance and relief in her
voice.

Brad made no reply. Driving at a speed well exceeding
a hundred miles an hour demanded all his concentration. While he
had still not quite reached the M.G.’s maximum speed, he found that
they had crept level with the Mustang. Advancing inch by inch, the
M.G. reached a point where Alice could see directly across the
other car’s front seat.

Giving all his attention to the speeding Mustang,
Holton had at first cursed the hot-rod for hiding the M.G. from his
view. Then he realized that the youngsters might serve as
effectively as a combine block-car in holding the deputies back. If
the hot-rod refused to yield, the M.G. could not come by it From
what Holton could see, the long-haired driver showed no sign of
doing anything as sensible as drawing aside. Satisfied, Holton
focused his gaze on the road ahead.

The sound of a powerful engine to his right jolted
Holton from his complacency. With a feeling of shock, he discovered
that the M.G. had ranged itself alongside the Mustang. Even as the
knowledge that the peace officers were ignoring the rules of the
road sank home, the imported car crept slowly by the transporter.
Panic hit at Holton. Staring into Alice’s face across the car, he
tightened his hold of the steering wheel.

Almost as if they had been printed on Holton’s face,
Alice read his intentions.

‘He’s trying to ram us!’ she
screeched.

Like his partner, Brad had been watching Holton and
was alert for any warning signs. Thrusting down hard with his foot,
he depressed the accelerator as far as it would go. Alice could
feel the surging rise in the engine’s driving power, while the M.G.
seemed to leap forward like a horse that had been raked suddenly
with a spur. Never had she travelled so fast in a car. Yet it
seemed that they might still be too slow.

Staring to the left, Alice saw the Mustang’s bonnet
drawing closer even as it slid towards the rear. She sat rigid,
hardly breathing, for what appeared to be far longer than the
fleeting interval of time during which the cars converged on a
collision course. Then they were through in safety, although the
transporter’s right headlight must have missed the rear of the M.G.
by inches. For the second time since they had teamed up, Alice
found herself grateful that her partner could drive so well and
owned such an excellent car. vii

From behind came the blaring of a car’s horn,
followed by the scream of tires being braked at high speed.
Forgetting her feeling of relief over the narrow escape, Alice
twisted around as well as the seat belt and the M.G.’s speed would
allow to look to their rear.

‘Slow down, Brad!’ she
shouted.

Improved by years of tripping, delivering whiskey, in
a transporter car, Holton’s driving instincts gave warning of
danger. Glancing to the right, he saw the hot-rod hurtling in his
direction. Fright contorted the youngsters’ faces at the sight of
the Mustang cutting in front of them. While the girl screamed, the
boy spun his steering wheel to the right, raised his foot from the
accelerator but shoved the other down on the brake.

Acting just as automatically, Holton turned his front
wheels to the left and applied the brakes. Before he could correct
the danger his reaction had placed him in, he felt the car start to
skid and swing.

Staring back in fascinated horror as the M.G. began
to slow down, Alice saw the other two cars spin on locked wheels.
Rubber burned black marks across the road’s surface and she thought
that she could hear the girl in the hotrod scream as it skidded
across the other two lanes to come to a halt facing south on the
edge of the trees. Going the other way, the Mustang once again
narrowly avoided a collision. Out of control, even from Holton’s
skilled hands, the transporter turned a full circle, bounced and
came to a stop on the central reservation.

Brad brought the M.G. to a controlled halt without
taking the time to cross into the slow lane. Directing it on to the
grass of the central reservation, he slapped the fastenings of his
seat-belt before it came fully to a stop. Opening his door, Brad
sprang out. With hands that shook a mite, Alice set herself free
and left the car.

‘Take the kids, Alice,’ Brad
suggested. ‘I’ll tend to Holton.’

‘Yo!’ Alice replied, knowing her
partner to be better able to deal with the whiz at that
moment.

Sirens wailed from north and south as Brad ran along
the central reservation. The motor-cycle officer had clearly called
for help and it had been dispatched without delay. Dipping down his
right hand, Brad hooked its forefinger under the long tang of the
Elden Carl safety-strap. Held under tension around the Colt’s
hammer, the strap sprang into the air on being freed from its
retaining stud. Out came the accurized automatic, Brad’s thumb
pushing the manual safety catch into the ‘fire’ position and finger
entering the trigger guard only after the muzzle pointed safely
away from his body. The draw while on the move, perfected by
running the Mexican Defense Course on the firing range, was fast, a
thing which did not escape Holton’s attention.

Regaining control of his emotions, the whiz looked
around him. With relief
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