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Chapter One

 


‘IT’S THIS YOUNGER generation,’
Windy Harris snorted. ‘Smart alecks, all of ’em! If it wasn’t for
his maw, I’d give my nephew a hidin’ when we find him. Hell, I
always said the East spoils a man! Him an’ his fool
eddication—’

‘Hey!’ he snapped in sudden
alarm. ‘Save me a swaller of that!’

The lanky man across from him took a deep
pull at the bottle and passed it back across the campfire. Behind
the two men the desert stretched dark and silent, its deceiving
flatness broken on the north by the great bulk of Cimarron Peak.
East and south the country slipped toward the Mexican border in a
series of ragged, shadowy humps. High, puffy clouds blotted out
areas of the starry sky, but over the eastern slopes an orange
stain was spreading, heralding the late-rising moon.

‘What did you say he was doin’
out here?’ Long Jim asked. He was eyeing the bottle tilted to
Windy’s lips and his question had only a bare interest behind
it.

‘Lookin’ for rocks,’ Windy
snapped, lowering the bottle. ‘Crazy job for a grown man, I sez.
But his Maw claims that’s what he studied at the college he went
to. Calls it gee—gee-all—’

Long Jim reached across the fire and deftly
appropriated the bottle. Windy looked grieved. ‘Hell, I was gonna
save yuh some,’ he said peevishly.

He picked up a piece of firewood and tossed
it on the small blaze. ‘Country’s sure goin’ to the dogs,’ he
muttered, and it was more than an idle remark.

Long Jim nodded. ‘Ain’t half the excitement
used to be when I was a younker, Windy.’ The lanky man had barely
topped fifty—a long, lean, sinewy, saddle-toughened individual who
ate like a horse and never gained an ounce more than his
one-sixty.

‘Now when I was a young
feller—’

‘You ain’t dry behind the ears
yet!’ Windy jeered, appropriating the bottle again. He was a
pint-sized man on the far side of fifty, with innocent blue eyes
that could turn cold and hard. A ragged, peppery mustache gave his
seamed face a square, stubborn look. But all in all he seemed
harmless. He looked all of his years and a few more to boot, and
the heavy, seven-inch barreled Colt .45 he wore on his right hip
was usually taken as an old man’s whim, to be disregarded. He and
Long Jim had been saddle mates so long they had forgotten what it
had been like before they had teamed up—a shiftless, humorous pair,
they held no job longer than necessary to grubstake their
wanderings.

Long Jim had settled back against his
saddle. But Windy’s remark brought him to his feet.

‘Why, yuh ornery, chuckle-headed
midget! For two cents Mex I’d—’ He choked on the last word, as if
it had gone down the wrong way. He was looking past Windy, toward
the east.

Windy took a short, satisfied pull at the
bottle. ‘What happened?’ he jeered. ‘You swaller yore chaw?’

Long Jim’s Adam’s apple bobbed, but he
couldn’t get the words out. He gestured weakly toward the east.

Windy got up, the bottle held firmly in his
hand, suspicion making him wary. He cast a quick glance behind him.
The moon had come up over the eastern slope and it seemed balanced
on the ragged crest like some lopsided orange. Against the moon’s
distorted face a bizarre creature was silhouetted—a long-necked,
hump-backed monstrosity.

Windy gagged.

Behind this creature came another of the
same breed. Only this one had a rider that bobbed loosely between
the humps!

Windy shook the bottle, closed his eyes at
the faint sloshing and tossed the bottle into the brush. He and
Long Jim made simultaneous dives for their saddle guns. Long Jim
came up first, working the lever of his Winchester. He drew a bead
on the first of the strange apparitions and was squeezing the
trigger when Windy deliberately jostled him.

The rifle spang startled the two-humped
creatures. Their frightened snorts were distinctly audible in the
desert stillness. Wheeling abruptly, they disappeared behind the
slope.

Windy mumbled dazedly, ‘I’m ropin’ me one of
them varmints, Jim. Even if I have to run it down to the gates of
hell!’

He picked up his saddle and blanket and ran
for his picketed horse. He saddled in record time and was aboard
before Jim finished tugging at his cinches.

The dun mare took off like a startled
jackrabbit as Windy jabbed his heels into her flanks. They took the
slope at a run, and from the high ground Windy spotted the two
strange animals running close together. But the one burdened with a
rider was hampered by the jostling body and was falling behind.

Windy ran it down as it stumbled into a
shallow wash. The half-pint oldster had shaken out a loop as he
rode and he made a good underhand cast. The loop settled over the
animal’s head and in that moment Windy’s cayuse, a trained cow
horse, planted its four feet stubbornly in the sand.

The rope whanged taut, the dun didn’t budge,
and the surprised camel somersaulted. Windy came down fast along
his taut rope and sat on the dazed animal’s flank.

‘Reckon that’ll hold yuh,’ he
muttered jubilantly.

But the camel had other ideas. Long Jim rode
up as Windy struggled to keep the camel down.

‘Trouble?’ he queried
unsympathetically.

‘Dab a loop on the critter an’
hogtie it!’ Windy panted. ‘Don’t sit there like a—’

The camel rolled over, spilling the
sawed-off oldster. It lunged to its knees, turned on the nearest
object at hand and sank his teeth into Long Jim’s chapped leg.

The big gray Long Jim was riding spooked and
sunfished. Jim somersaulted out of saddle and landed spraddled on
all fours with the angry camel breathing down his neck.

Windy intercepted it, trying to bulldog the
animal to the ground. Long Jim went to his help and between them
they managed to hogtie it.

Jim straightened and wiped his brow with a
soiled neckerchief.

‘Whew!’ he grumbled. ‘What kind
of long necked cayuse is that?’

‘Cayuse?’ Windy jeered. ‘This is a camel, yuh chuckle-headed
idjit!’

Long Jim scowled, hiding his ignorance. ‘I
know that,’ he defended unreasonably. ‘But what’s the rider doin’
roped between them humps?’

This had the effect he wanted. Windy turned
his attention to the body—for the rider was obviously dead—and
untied it.

The corpse was of medium build—a sandy
haired, mild-looking man in his late forties, Jim judged. He was
wearing fawn-colored riding britches and a tan shirt of a cut not
usually found along the Mexican border. He had been shot twice in
the chest with a heavy-caliber gun, and probably not later than
this morning.

Windy’s eyes were a little hard. ‘Someone
around here has strange ideas when it comes to playin’ a little
joke, Jim. Maybe we should—’

‘Whoa!’ Long Jim interrupted
hastily. ‘Hold it, Windy! Reckon this is a job for the law in
Goliath.' We’re just visitin’ here, remember?’ Windy glanced at the
hogtied camel. The animal snarled at them, exposing black gums and
long, wicked-looking yellow teeth.

‘Shore,’ Windy said, nodding.
His eyes were wide and innocent. ‘I ain’t lookin’ for no trouble,
Jim. Cripes, I’m just a peaceful old man—’

Long Jim’s snort encompassed his entire
opinion of his partner’s avowed peacefulness.

‘Come on,’ he growled. ‘Might as
well get movin’. I ain’t gonna get no sleep tonight,
anyway.’

He limped back to his horse, grazing a few
yards away.

‘Better take care of that leg,’
Windy advised, ‘’fore you get hydryphobia.’

He grinned at his partner’s remark and
looked up at the moon. It looked like the beginning of a promising
weekend with his nephew.

 



Chapter Two

 


GOLIATH HAD SEEN some strange things lately,
so the appearance of what its citizens took for two saddle tramps
leading a camel with a dead man dropped between its humps scarcely
stirred them out of their dusty lethargy. A torpid somnolence
gripped the town, a stupor attributed to the hot air that daily
rose up to the benchland from the surrounding desert basin. Some
town wags, however, were quick to point out that this was reversed
in the evening, and that a lot of hot air flowed back from Goliath
to the desert.

It was noon when Windy and Long Jim rode
into Goliath, a huddle of shacks squatting like sunstruck prairie
chickens in the hotbox that was known locally as Horsethief Gulch.
A windmill at the end of town lifted water into a long, wooden
trough for the consumption of all of Goliath’s inhabitants, who
used it sparingly, however, preferring the stronger bottled liquid
hauled in daily from Bonesville, thirty miles north.

A straw-haired man with a star on his vest
dozed in a chair in front of the law office. He looked up sleepily
at the two strangers, straightened, and chewed vigorously on the
straw between his thin lips. Turning his head, he called to someone
inside the office.

‘Hey, Chili! Come out
here!’

A massive figure running mostly to stomach
and jowls lumbered to the door. His star was pinned to a
gravy-stained black vest, but so huge was his stomach that that
symbol of law and order lay almost horizontal as he stood up.

He stared for a moment, blinking, scratching
at the fringe of hair over his left ear and then observed without
rancor, ‘Coupla bums we’re gonna have to run out of town, Jip.’

Windy and Long Jim were turning in toward
the law office tie bar, their thoughts bothered by the dust and
heat and mainly concerned with getting rid of their uncomplaining
baggage.

The straw-haired man got to his feet as they
rode up, gave a meaningful tug to his cartridge belt, and eyed the
two riders with cool curiosity.

Windy leaned over his saddlehorn. ‘You the
sheriff of this flea-bitten town?’

‘Mebbe,’ the man aid. ‘An’ then
again, mebbe not.’

Windy’s eyes chilled. ‘Now what kind of damn
fool talk is that?’

The straw-haired man grinned insolently.
‘I’m Jip Jenkins, pop. Depitty.’ He jerked a thumb toward the fat
man standing in the doorway. ‘That’s Chili Wetzler. Sheriff.’

Windy jerked a thumb over his shoulder.
‘Wal, here’s a hot job for yuh, Chili. Found this jasper tied to
that double-humped varmint an’ we brung ’em both in.’

Chili took a long Mexican cheroot from his
vest pocket and bit off a third. He chewed it like plug
tobacco.

‘What for?’ he asked
unconcernedly.

Windy scowled. ‘Now that I’ve seen you an’
yore deppity, I wonder. But it is customary in most parts of this
country to bring a dead man in to the law. If you’ll take a close
look at the corpse, you’ll find that he was shot—’

‘Told the damn fool he’d git
shot,’ Chili interrupted placidly. ‘Him an’ that crazy
gee-gee-allagist feller, Quincy Farrow.’

He turned and lumbered back into his
office.

‘Wait a minute, Coldspot!’ Windy
called after him. ‘You can’t—’

‘He can—an’ did,’ Jenkins
sneered. ‘If I was you, pop, I’d get rid of that corpse in a
hurry.’

Long Jim cut in before Windy’s mounting rage
found an answer. ‘Who did the sheriff say was the other
feller?’

‘Nosy Easterner name of Quincy
Farrow,’ Jenkins growled. ‘Lives in the Tolbert House, when he’s in
town. Spends most of his time out in the desert, though.’ The
deputy tapped his head significantly. ‘Plumb loco, I say. This
Farrow even brung in camels to pack supplies into the desert.
Claims they’re better’n mules—an’ they don’t need
water.’

Long Jim was staring at Windy. ‘Didn’t you
say yore nephew’s name was Farrow?’

Windy scratched his head.
‘Damned if I didn’t forget! Always called the button Red, but his
maw used to git plumb riled. Quincy!’ He snorted disgustedly. ‘Ain’t that a hell of a
name for a man!’

Long Jim shrugged. ‘If this corpse was a
friend of his, mebbe we better let yore nephew take care of
it.’

He turned to the deputy who was watching
them out of narrowed eyes.

‘Much obliged, Jip.’

The deputy watched them ride away. He chewed
on his straw for a moment, his eyes hard.

‘Might be a few more corpses
floatin’ around,’ he muttered, ‘’fore this week is
over.’

 


The Tolbert House sagged with premature old
age, the lines in its cracked adobe face resembling those of an old
and wicked man. A well-dressed guest was sitting on the shaded
veranda, watching them, as Windy and Long Jim rode up.

He came to his feet and leaned over the low
railing. ‘Say!’ he exclaimed, pointing to the body draped between
the camel’s humps. ‘Ain’t that William Sawyer?’

‘Mebbe,’ Windy retorted
pugnaciously. After his encounter with the law he was prepared for
anything. But Long Jim took over.

‘We’re lookin’ for a gent named
Quincy Farrow. Heard he lived here.’

The guest smiled. ‘My name’s
Paul Incalis. Publisher of the Border Enquirer. I know Quincy pretty well.’ He tapped
his temple with a stiff forefinger. ‘Nice chap—but a little—well,
peculiar, I’d say.’

He looked at Windy. ‘Friend of yours?’

‘Nephew. Haven’t seen the squirt
since I bought him a pony, nigh onto twenty years ago.’ Windy
frowned. ‘His maw got plumb riled at me that time—as if a young ’un
shouldn’t learn early to fork a cayuse. ’Sides, he only busted his
nose when he was thrown—’ Long Jim interrupted hastily. ‘We found
this corpse out on the desert, looped to this critter. Turns out
he’s a
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