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	The Home of Great 

	Western Fiction!

	 


J T Edson has created more dynamic Western gals than any other writer. Into a world of rough, tough, gun-slinging heroes, his high-stepping ladies hold their own with the best of the cowboy breed, out-riding, out-shooting, out-wrestling the toughest men in the West.

	The lady outlaw, Belle Starr; Woman Deputy Alice Fayde of Rockabye County; Rita Yarborough of Company Z, Texas Rangers; Annie Singing Bear, known as ‘Is-A-Man’ to the Comanche Indians; Dawn, Drummond-Clayton of Amabagasli, all demonstrate that J.T.’s ladies: beautiful and mostly virtuous, depend solely on themselves when danger threatens.
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For all the ladies who have acted as my ‘minder’ and nursemaid at various Western Writers of America Conventions and probably aroused much speculation amongst the other members present.

	 


 

	Publisher’s Note

	As with other books in this series, the author uses characters’ native dialect to bring that person to life. Whether they speak French, Irish, American English or English itself, he uses vernacular language to impart this.

	Therefore when Scottish characters use words such as “richt” instead of “right”; “laird” for “lord”; “oopstairs” for “upstairs”; “haim” for “home”; “ain” for “own”; “gude sores” for “good sirs” and “wha” for who” plus many other phrases, please bear in mind that these are not spelling/OCR mistakes.
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	Author’s Note

	To save our ‘old hands’ from repetition, but for the benefit of all new readers, we have included in the form of APPENDICES details regarding the career and background of Woman Deputy Alice Fayde and Dawn Drummond-Clayton, also an explanation of various terms about which we have frequently received requests for clarification.

	We realize that, in our present ‘permissive’ society, we could use the actual profanities employed by various people in the narrative. However, we do not concede a spurious desire to create ‘realism’ is any excuse whatsoever for doing so.

	Lastly, we refuse to pander to the current ‘trendy’ use of the metric system. Except when referring to the caliber of those weapons traditionally measured in millimetres—i.e. Walther P-38, 9mm—we will continue to employ miles, yards, feet, inches, stones, pounds and ounces, when quoting distances and weights.

	J. T. EDSON,

	Active Member, Western Writers of America,

	MELTON MOWBRAY,

	Leicestershire,

	England.

	 

	 


PART ONE 

	ANNIE ‘IS-A-MAN’ SINGING BEAR

	In

	TO SEPARATE INNOCENCE FROM GUILT

	 


 

	‘I’M SORRY, MISS Singing Bear,’ the bartender stated with genuine sounding contrition. ‘But I can’t serve you no liquor, not so much’s a beer, even though you’re only part Inj—you’re here with this reverend gent.’

	Business was not particularly brisk at the Lone Star Saloon in Claxton, seat of Gareth County, Texas, that Friday evening. Half a dozen soldiers were drinking beer at a table near the main entrance, the newness of their dark blue uniforms and their sun reddened faces suggesting they were recruits only recently enlisted in the United States Cavalry. There were eight cowhands wearing what was just as clearly their ‘go to town’ clothes who were imbibing by the side door. Maybe twice as many more local citizens formed smaller groups scattered around the rest of the barroom. In addition to the girl accompanied by the somberly dressed man who had just arrived at the counter, six players in a stud poker game completed the roster of customers.

	In view of the comparative lack of trade, the declaration by the bartender might have struck some people as strange for one who should have his employer’s profits at heart. However, although the female customer was only in her late ’teens and, as yet, no legal restrictions of that nature were enforced, it was not her age and, as suggested by the lack of rings on her hands, unmarried status which had provoked the comment. Those who possessed a greater knowledge of the West and the laws of the United States governing the prohibition of sales of liquor to Indians would have appreciated what was meant by the first part of the revised explanation.

	Not more than five-foot-four in height, the attire and appearance of the girl gave indications that she was of mixed blood and, to those cognizant with such matters, probably of Comanche origins on one side. However her hair, instead of being black, cropped to shoulder length and parted down the middle as was usual for an Indian of her age and sex, was reddish brown and formed into two braids after the fashion of a warrior. While her pretty coppery bronze face was broad and the brown eyes were somewhat slanted, the nose was snub rather than aquiline, making the whole more Caucasian than Indian in its lines. When crossing to the bar, her movements had a light footed agility which implied she was very fit and the ‘hourglass’ contours of her curvaceously buxom figure were clearly comprised of firm flesh rather than produced by artificial aids such as corsets. Bareheaded, she wore an open necked, loose fitting, multi-colored cotton shirt hanging outside faded Levi’s and she wore moccasins on her feet. In further defiance of accepted Comanche female fashion, buckled around her trim waist over the shirt was a belt inscribed by the medicine symbols appropriate only to a fighting man of that race. It carried a walnut handled Colt 1860 Army revolver, with the barrel shortened by about half, in an open topped high cavalry-twist draw holster at the right and, at the left, a J. Russell & Company ‘Green River’ hunting knife hung in a sheath made from wapiti hide.

	Despite the girl’s companion having ordered a beer, although he had been prevented from saying anything else by the warning from the bartender, there was some justification for him having been referred to as ‘the reverend gent’. Of medium height and in his late twenties, he had a black Texas-style Stetson hat tilted back on his head to show rusty-red hair. Despite a luxuriant moustache enhancing a solemn expression, his tanned face had a rugged attraction. His stocky, powerful frame was clothed in a somber black three-piece suit, white shirt and black necktie, such as a stringently practicing member of one of the more strict religious denominations might wear. While his black boots had sharp toes like those favored by cowhands, their heels were low and suitable for one who spent much of his time on foot. Riding slightly higher than was usual on a stiff wide belt, an open fronted spring retention holster of a kind more often seen on shoulder rigs held a Rogers & Spencer Army Model revolver with bell-shaped, square bottomed black walnut grips.

	‘I’d serve you, was I allowed,’ the bartender supplemented. Being experienced in his work, albeit newly arrived at Claxton, he was aware there were often very stringent objections when he had to refuse to make a sale. ‘But it’s the law, you know!’

	‘That it is,’ agreed the black clad man, his tone as solemn as his appearance and his deep voice that of a native Texan. ‘And, like the Good Book says, whether the law of the land be right or wrong in your opinion, verily it’s still the law of the land and has to be upheld.’

	‘Being reared right ’n’ proper on momma’s milk, I’ve never took to beer nor nothing stronger,’ the girl went on, her accent also Southron in timbre. ‘A big ole glass of “sass-parilly” will do most well for me.’

	‘Coming right up!’ the bartender declared, joviality replacing the concern he had experienced over having to refuse to serve the female customer with beer. He was relieved that she responded in such an amiable fashion. While he was reaching beneath the counter, having had a religious upbringing which had enabled him to supplement his wages by settling more than one bet on the subject, he tried to remember whether he had read the man’s quotation in the “Good Book”. Failing to remember it, he brought out a bottle of sarsaparilla and poured its contents into a glass. ‘I prefer this to liquor myself, Miss Singing Bear. Excuse me, it looks like them gents from the Wedge want serving.’

	‘How’re you making out with that Pointin jasper, Annie?’ the somber looking man inquired, after the bartender had walked away, curling his fingers around the glass instead of holding it by its handle, and turning to lean against the counter with an air which suggested – his appearance notwithstanding – he was at ease in such an environment.

	‘He’s been steering clear of me just recent’, I’m right pleased to say,’ Annie Singing Bear replied, eyeing the man in question – who was one of the poker players – with a less than flattering gaze. ‘We got on great until he started on about how Indians never slaughtered the buffalo, nor no other wild critters, promiscuous like the white folks do. Seemed he didn’t take kind’ to me telling him how I’d seen pappy and the other bucks of our village run more than one herd of buffalo over a cliff and leave ‘em to rot ’cause getting ’em out would’ve been too much of a chore. It got worse when I let on’s how it wasn’t only us Comanch’s did it, but every other tribe—’specially the Cheyenne and Sioux, and the Itehta’o was give that name by the rest of us Nemenuh because they allus put up a whole slew more pemmican than they could figure on eating in a winter and threw away so much’s’d been left over in the spring, it seemed right ‘n’ fitting they got known as the ‘Burned Meat’ band.’1

	‘His sort only want to be told what they want to hear,’ the Texan declared and his scrutiny of Clivedon Pontin was no more complimentary than that of the girl.

	‘Ain’t that the truth, Solly,’ Annie seconded. ‘He’s the first white man’s I’ve ever met’s’d believe them secret things, like sitting ’n’ sending messages to folks’s a long ways off somehow,2 like some of our medicine makers can do. He was just’s willing to take’s true some antics I made up which were so magical, I figured a jasper’s well-schooled as he allows to he’d know they wasn’t nothing ’cept tall tales. Would you reckon anybody’d take it as true when he was told’s, after the proper medicine was made, a brave could follow a feller on a sunny day by the marks his shadow left on hard rock? Well, he did.’

	‘I’m not surprised,’ the black clad man admitted in tones redolent of disgust. ‘While his kind won’t accept nothing miraculous from the Bible, nor what it’s reckoned elsewhere’s white folks can do, they’re willing to take as gospel everything jaspers from other countries, so long’s they aren’t Europeans, are reckoned to be able to do, no matter how unlikely, nor even impossible.’

	‘He’s not showing what I’d call real good sense sitting in a game with that lard gutted Martin Oates,’ Annie declared, directing an equally distasteful glance at the other player clad in eastern style clothing, albeit of a cheaper kind and older in style, if no more cleanly. ‘Which I hear him and those three college-Injuns he brought along’ve been losing regular in the evenings out to Oates’ trading post ever since they got here.’

	‘The game should be straight enough tonight,’ the Texan assessed, making a gesture which indicated the two Texas cowhands and the big Cavalry sergeant seated at the table. ‘Leastwise, I don’t reckon Oates’d be loco enough to chance anything crooked with Stone Hart, Waggles Harrison and Paddy Magoon in the game.’

	‘Just take a look here, Johnny,’ a voice with a Texas drawl requested, before the conversation could be continued. ‘Would it be Calamity Jane, or maybe the lady owlhoot, Belle Starr, would you reckon?’

	‘It ain’t not neither of them ladies, Rusty,’ replied the second speaker, whose tone indicated similar origins. ‘This here’s Annie Singing Bear, only she’s better knowed’s “Is-A-Man”.’

	Even without having heard their accents, the pair who had come to the counter while the bartender was delivering drinks to their companions would have been identified as typical Texas cowhands. In their early twenties at most and bare headed, the taller had fiery red hair and the shorter’s was of a rusty brown hue which indicated how he had acquired his sobriquet.

	‘Now why’d you reckon they’d call a gal that?’ “Johnny” inquired.

	They reckon’s how she’s been taught as a brave, ’stead of learning right humble ’n’ proper to be a gal,’ “Rusty” explained, as the pair came to halt in front of the girl and black clad man. ‘Now me, I don’t reckon’s how such should be.’

	‘Nor me,’ Johnny asserted. ‘Anyways, I don’t reckon’s how any gal can learn how to do things like a man. ’Specially something like drawing a gun, for instance. Every gal’s I’ve met, which’s plenty, would shriek, holler and have the vapors should they even see it being done.’ 

	‘Would you, Is-A-Man,’ Rusty queried, his manner implying he considered her sobriquet undeserved.

	‘Could be I’ll shriek, holler and have the vapors was you to draw,’ Annie replied with deceptive mildness, moving a few steps away from her companion and thumb hooking her hands into her belt. Her manner was redolent of challenge as she continued, ‘Anyways, being so all fired eager to find out, why don’t one of you knobheads give it a whirl and see?’

	‘Hot damn iffen I don’t!’ the taller cowhand accepted, stepping away from his companion and halting in front of the girl. ‘Ain’t nothing riles me more than an uppity woman and ain’t nobody going to say’s how Johnny Raybold of the Wedge was slow to put her in her place!’

	Having delivered the final sentiment, the fiery haired Texan sent his right hand towards the butt of his low hanging Army Colt. While the move lacked the flashing speed which could be attained by one of the acknowledged masters of Western style gun fighting, it was performed with sufficient precision and rapidity to indicate he was reasonably well versed in such matters. Nevertheless, he did not meet with the success he had clearly anticipated.

	Far from shrieking, hollering, or having the vapors, Annie reacted in a much more positive manner!

	In one respect, Johnny might have counted himself fortunate. As was implied by Rusty, the girl had been educated to be a Comanche warrior. What was more, her sex notwithstanding, she had learned her lessons so well that she had earned the right to have the name she was given in her childhood, ‘Should Be A Boy’, changed to, ‘Is-A-Man’3 However, she refrained from employing any of the more lethal methods which she had been taught. Despite having two weapons on her person which she could handle with considerable proficiency and deadly effect when necessary, she made no attempt to touch either. Instead, displaying a speed in excess to that of the cowhand, she caught his right wrist in both hands just before he could touch the butt of his revolver. With a deft notion which prevented his fingers closing on the walnut grip, she twisted his arm behind his back. Then, putting to good use the strength of her well-muscled buxom body, she swung him around and, bringing her left knee against his rump, propelled him away from her with some force.

	Although the girl had dealt with the attempt to draw a gun in a most competent fashion, her troubles were not over. Taking advantage of her having turned away from him when sending his companion staggering, Rusty lunged forward. However, he too did not offer to bring out a weapon. Encircling her arms with his own from behind, he pinned them against her sides. Hugging her to him, taking the precaution of twisting his face sideways so she could not seek to escape by slamming the back of her head against it, he made the most of his extra inches of height to hoist her feet from the floor. Suspended in such a fashion, she found her strength unequal to the task of breaking the powerful grip which threatened to incapacitate her.

	‘Hold on there, Rusty boy!’ Johnny requested, having managed to bring himself to a half without falling. Striding back, he grasped the glass holding the sarsaparilla by its handle and raised it in a menacing fashion. ‘I’m going to hand her needings like she’s asked for!’

	 

	Prior to the arrival of the Wedge cowhands, it might have struck a casual acquaintance that the man who was the main subject of the discussion at the bar, was unlikely to be involved in any kind of gambling!

	In his late twenties, Clivedon Pontin was tall and skinny, with greasy brown hair longer than was considered de rigueur by cowhands west of the Mississippi River. Not that anybody would have assumed he was engaged in such a strenuous form of employment. Nor was there even anything to indicate he was an author-even though his claim to the designation stemmed from having written two books published at the expense of his doting parents—and had come West to carry out research for a volume which, he had claimed in the ‘liberal’ Eastern newspapers sponsoring him, would ‘expose the truth about the abused, down-trodden and mistreated Indians’. Having a day-old stubble his features—like his hands being in need of a wash, were sallow and not rendered any more prepossessing by an expression that was intended to indicate a sense of superiority to those about him, but in fact left the impression that he was smelling something unpleasant. His face was even less likeable at the moment, as he was scowling and making no attempt to conceal his bitterness over being a continual loser. With the exception of the other player dressed in a similar fashion, all the customers had taken the trouble to wash and tidy their appearance for the visit to town; but his expensive Eastern style clothing was grubby and unkempt.

	Slamming down his cards and glowering balefully as Martin Oates collected the latest pot to which he had contributed not wisely but too well, Pontin and his attention – like that of the other players –diverted to the bar!

	If he had been more perceptive, Pontin might have thought that the response from two of the men in the game in particular was surprising. From what he had heard since it started, one was the trail boss who employed the cowhands confronting Annie Singing Bear and the other was their foreman. Yet neither offered to prevent the pair behaving in such a fashion. Nor, despite having a rugged look which implied he would be able to do so, did the black clad man with her show any sign of rendering assistance. Furthermore, although the author had he noticed would have considered it indicative of their intolerance towards anybody who was not of their race and creed, the other cowhands and local customers were registering more amusement than disapproval.

	Regardless of his often stated declarations of wanting to help those of mixed blood as well as the Indians, Pontin remembered how the girl had cast doubts upon a number of his most treasured theories. What was more, she even had had the temerity to tell him what he had learned later – but not before he had made himself look foolish by repeating it – was a lie about the ability of Indians to follow tracks. Therefore, never being one to forgive and forget, also possessing a very strong sense of caution where possible danger to himself might be involved, he remained in his seat.

	Of all the occupants in the room, only the recruits gave any indication of interfering. Nevertheless, their intentions were motivated more by a willingness to tangle with cowhands than the laudable desire to help a girl in distress. However, on coming to their feet, they saw her companion was striding purposefully in their direction.

	‘Like it says in the Good Book,’ the black clad man drawled, shoving open the left side of his jacket. ‘Yield not to the temptation to bill in uninvited on other folks’ doings, lest you wind up in a fight and get throwed in the pokey for causing a disturbance.’

	Delivered by a civilian who had the appearance of being some kind of preacher, albeit one who was not averse to entering a saloon and drinking beer, the comment alone might not have induced the recruits to restrain their impulse. However, the silver badge of office pinned to his vest, which had been concealed by his coat until that moment, but which was now brought into view, put a very different complexion on the affair. New they all might be to the service, but even those who did not recognize it could read the inscription stating that the wearer was a United States deputy marshal. This discovery, plus recollecting the stringent orders regarding their conduct which they had received from Sergeant Paddy Magoon before leaving camp4 – not to be lightly disregarded by any recently enlisted soldier who wished to have a comparatively restful life – served to bring about a change of mind. What was more, they soon realized there was no need for their intervention.

	Although nobody else was offering to come to her aid, the girl proved she was still capable of defending herself more than adequately. As the taller red head was starting to bring the glass towards her, albeit more slowly than if he was meaning to thrust it into her face, she lashed up a kick which caused its contents to splash into his own. Then, bowing her body at the waist and swaying herself forward, she contrived to get her feet on the ground. Before Rusty could tighten the grip on her arms which he had inadvertently loosened and prevent her from moving further, she reached between her legs. Catching hold of his left ankle with both hands, she straightened up and lifted it. Having his balance destroyed, he toppled over and alighted with her rump coming down on to his stomach.

	No longer under any kind of restraint, bounding from her captor-turned-victim like a rubber ball, Annie ducked her head to charge at her other assailant. Having placed the glass on the counter so he could wipe the sarsaparilla from his face, Johnny was rammed in the chest before he could clear his vision. An explosive grunt, echoing that his companion had emitted on landing, burst from him and he was driven backwards once more, this time to sit down with a thud.

	‘All right now, Annie-gal!’ a drawling voice said from the direction of the main entrance. ‘You stop abusing those two poor ole boys right now!’

	 

	Swinging his startled gaze from the bar to the speaker, a hiss of anger left Clivedon Pontin!

	The man coming through the batwing doors was tall, lean, leathery-faced, gray-haired and dressed much the same way as the cowhands. However, even without seeing the badge on his calfskin vest, Pontin would have identified him as Homer Tomlinson, the sheriff of Gareth County. Having all the antipathy of his kind towards every type of peace officer, unless in need of their protection, he was always delighted when presented with an opportunity to show one of them was in the wrong. Therefore, ever eager to display his sympathy for what a later generation would call a member of a minority group, he forgot his antipathy towards the girl and came to his feet with a violence which sent his chair flying behind him.

	‘Is this your idea of justice?’ the author demanded, stalking with what he imagined to be awesome dignity across the room. ‘Those two men attacked her and, because she’s a half  … of mixed blood … it’s her you’re going to arrest.’

	‘Well now, Mister Pontin,’ the sheriff drawled, showing no noticeable emotion over the accusation other than the emphasis he had placed upon the honorific. ‘I don’t recollect’s how I said I was fixing to arrest nobody.’

	‘Those two abused and attacked the girl without the slightest provocation!’ the author protested, glancing around and sensing, as he had anticipated, that he did not have the support of the crowd. ‘If it hadn’t been for those wrestling tricks she’d learned from the Comanches, she would have been badly hurt. I know she’s only a ha—!’

	‘If you mean how I handled Johnny ’n’ Rusty,’ Annie interrupted coldly, guessing the reason why Pontin had come to her “rescue” and not caring for it. ‘The Comanch’ don’t know spit, shit, nor piss in the bucket ’bout wrassling with their bare hands. When they fight, it’s with weapons’s can kill a whole heap easier. I was taught to fight that way by my white momma, who used to be a gal-wrassler in a tent show.’

	‘Bu … but those two attacked you wit ho—!’ Pontin spluttered, his animosity towards the girl returning.

	‘The boys wasn’t attacking me no more’n they do when they meet up with Dusty Fog ’n’ try to prove they can out-wrassle him.’5 Is-A-Man corrected, in the manner of one explaining something to a far from intelligent child. ‘They’d heard tell about me and just natural’ had to come on over to find out if what they’d heard was true. There wasn’t no hard feelings give nor meant, ’though I’ll have to ’fess up’s how I’d’ve been tolerable riled happen Johnny’s got ‘round to pouring that sassparilly over my head like he was figuring on.’ Swinging her attention to the cowhands, who were sitting up and showing breathless amusement rather than anger over the way they had been treated. ‘How’s about getting up and one of you buying me another sassparilly?’

	Realizing that he had failed to achieve his purpose, the author gave a snort. Swinging around, he returned to the table in a much more subdued fashion than he had left it. His temper was far from being improved by noticing the disdainful fashion in which the other occupants of the barroom, with the possible exception of the man who had brought him there and been responsible for his involvement in the poker game, were looking at him. While not generally susceptible to atmosphere, he realized that he had forfeited all chance of receiving the respect which he considered was due to one of his importance as a result of his behavior towards the well liked sheriff. Feeling more sheepish and uneasy than he would have believed was possible, he had no desire to go on playing poker. Nor was he required to do so.

	‘Well, that’s over,’ Martin Oates commented. ‘Shall we get on with the game, gents?’

	‘I reckon that’s quite enough for me tonight,’ declared the trail boss, whose good looking face was marred by a livid white scar running down his right cheek.

	‘And me,’ seconded the other Texan.

	‘Sure and it’s enough I’ve had of it, too,’ declared the big and burly sergeant and the shorter, Gallic looking corporal who had joined the game with him nodded concurrence. Swinging his gaze to the second civilian player, he went on in a neutral tone, ‘I’ve never seed anybody so all-fired lucky as you, Mr. Oates.’

	‘Now me,’ Waggles Harrison drawled, also studying, with a similarly inscrutable face, the bulky and untidy owner of the trading post at the Pahuraix Comanche Reservation. ‘I wouldn’t go selling Mr. Oates short by calling it just luck. I ain’t never seed better playing, ’cepting maybe by Last-Card Johnny Bryan. You mind him, Stone?’

	‘I surely do,’ admitted Jethro Martin “Stone” Hart, then looked across the table as if considering he was imparting information which was unknown to Oates. ‘They called him “Last-Card” because it was amazing the strength he could get from the last card when he was dealing at stud. Time after time, up would come something that turned what looked like a certain losing hand into a winner. There’s no telling how far he could’ve gone, happen Bad Bill Longley hadn’t got riled at losing to him and put a blue window in his skull.’

	‘I’d often heard tail’s how old Last-Card might’ve been a cheater,’ Magoon remarked, sounding shocked by the possibility. ‘But folks are allus reckoning that about a lucky player. Say though, Stone, being so keen on poker ’n’ all, I bet Doc Leroy’d’ve admired to see Mr. Oates play. He could’ve likely learned something.’

	If the expression on the surly, unshaven face of the trader was any guide, he was far from flattered or pleased by the remarks about the way he played stud poker. Although he considered it inadvisable to mention the matter, there had been no need for the explanation of how Jonathan Bryan acquired the sobriquet ‘Last Card’ where he was concerned. They had worked together before he took up his present occupation and he considered himself even more adept at dealing cards from the bottom and middle of the deck. In fact, despite the comments which the black clad Texan had made to Annie Singing Bear regarding him being disinclined to take the chance in such company, the numerous pots he had won resulted from cheating and not luck. However, even though his dishonest tactics had gone unchallenged during the game, he was aware what had really been implied by the reference to the man who would have ‘admired’ to see him play. In addition to being a member of the Wedge trail crew and possessing medical skill which had produced his nickname, Marvin Eldridge ‘Doc’ Leroy was acknowledged for his ability to detect crooked gamblers.6

	‘We’ll have to get him into the next game,’ Oates said with forced cheerfulness.

	‘There won’t be a next time,’ Stone Hart declared with a noticeable finality which was not softened to any great degree by him continuing, ‘We’ve delivered the herd to the agent out on the Reservation and been paid, so we’ll be heading on comes morning.’

	‘And me ’n’ Henri here’ll be taking those Johnny Raws of our’n on our ways at sunup,’ Magoon claimed, indicating the corporal. ‘Anyways, on Army pay we can’t afford to play with a feller’s lucky’s you.’

	‘Let me stand you all a drink, then,’ the trader suggested, as the winner was supposed to do at the conclusion of a game.

	As Pontin listened to the Texans and soldiers decline the offer – although he did not realize it was a warning for his benefit prompted by them having heard of his previous misfortunes when playing poker with Oates – he knew enough about the West to realize that such behavior was not usual. Although their refusal of a drink had been polite, taken with the comments they had passed, it suggested to him that they believed they had been cheated. Never a good loser, this conclusion supported suspicions he had already been harboring about his own frequent losses.

	Much as it went against the grain for the author to think well of Southrons or members of the military, he considered that if any of the four men had detected definite cheating on the part of the trader, they were tough enough to have made it known immediately. None had, so he decided he would be advised to keep his suppositions to himself. While he judged the other customers would be disinclined to exert themselves on his behalf, the sheriff was at the bar with the black dressed man and the girl. However, he felt sure that – especially after the way he had just behaved – his unsupported accusation against a local businessman would not be accepted by the peace officer.

	Drawing these conclusions with regards to the other occupants of the barroom, Pontin turned his thoughts to the rest of the players and could draw no consolation. Regardless of being likely to benefit financially should his disclosure be accepted, he suspected that he could not count upon any support in that direction if he should protest. Knowing he would never admit openly that somebody was more perceptive than himself, Pontin believed everybody else shared the same tendency. Therefore, should he’ attempt to prove Oates had been cheating, he would have to accept the consequences without aid from anybody, and he lacked the courage to face them. Much as it rankled to know that one whom he had considered would prove easy prey had made a fool of him, he decided it behoved him to keep his mouth shut until he could obtain assistance. Remembering there were others besides the players tonight who had suffered losses in stud poker games with the trader, he felt sure he could obtain support if he demanded that these losses should be made good.

	 

	‘Is-a-Man!’ yelled the grizzled old timer who worked for Martin Oates in the capacity of cleaner and occasional sales assistant, emerging hurriedly from the main building of the trading post which he had just entered. ‘Come on over here pronto. Oates’s been murdered!”

	After having spent the rest of the previous evening in an enjoyable fashion at the Lone Star Saloon, albeit without having achieved their real purpose for going there, Annie Singing Bear and United States Deputy Marshal Solomon ‘Solly’ Cole had come to the headquarters of the Indian Agency. This was situated on the banks of the small stream which denoted the border of the Pahuraix Comanche Reservation in the area. Martin Oates’ recently established trading post was nearby. At the other side of the water, a group of the band’s older members had set up their homes so as to benefit from the facilities which the Agent – one of the fairest and most enlightened men to hold such a position – had set up to improve their lot.

	On receiving a report from the girl – in her capacity as a member of the Reservation Police – that liquor was being sold to the Indians under his charge, Agent Moses H. Dillingham had been most concerned. Appreciating the danger such activities could create, although as yet there had been no problems, he had written to ask Cole to help Annie Singing Bear by making enquires outside the Reservation. Hoping to avoid the man who they believed was behind the sale of liquor from guessing that such an investigation was to be made, they had spread the word that the peace officer who was paying a visit was a kinsman of Mrs. Dillingham and, as she was unable to meet him, Annie would be collecting him from Catlett.

	Instead of setting off for the Agency immediately they had met, the girl and the peace officer, having seen Oates going into the Lone Star Saloon with Clivedon Pontin, followed him in the hope that they might obtain some evidence to indicate he was implicated in the whiskey peddling. This had not happened either on the premises, or while they were continuing to keep him and the author, who had become very drunk, under observation on the way back to the trading post. Wanting to resume the investigation without delay in the morning, Cole had suggested that Is-A-Man also spent the night with the Dillinghams and she had accepted. Rising early, they had just finished breakfast and were going to collect their horses and engage upon a scouting mission in the Reservation. However, hearing the shouted news about Oates caused all thoughts of immediate departure to leave their minds.

	‘You sure he’s been murdered, Toothless?’ Annie inquired, despite knowing that age had not reduced the assistant to the point of dotage.

	‘Well now,’ the old man replied, showing little concern and no grief whatsoever over the death of his employer. ‘It just might be “sewer-side”, ’cepting I cain’t figure out whether he scalped hisself afore or after he done it.’

	‘Scalped?’ Annie asked, turning her gaze to the black clad peace officer.

	‘I’ve seen it done a whole heap neater,’ Toothless declared, with more relish than remorse. ‘But his hair’s been took-en’s well’s him having his throat cut practical’ from ear to ear.’

	The last part of the comment was delivered to the backs of the girl and the peace officer. Without waiting to ask further questions, they set off side by side towards the larger of the two one story wooden buildings which, along with a pole corral at the rear and a backhouse, Oates had had constructed as his trading post. Because it held his living quarters, it was a more substantial structure than the one to its right which was currently occupied by Pontin and his three Indian companions, Dillingham having declined to offer him accommodation in the Agency when he heard why they had come. Going through the open door, Annie and Cole found themselves in the business section. Its sole furnishings were a couple of rickety chairs and a roughly made counter. Behind the latter were several shelves holding a wide selection of cheap ‘trade’ goods – clothing, items of food, tobacco, kitchen utensils, gardening implements, a variety of cutlery for the home or hunting and boxes of tawdry jewelry – intended for sale to the Indians on the Reservation. In keeping with their surroundings, none of the goods were any too clean. However, paying no attention to the state of the premises, they looked for but did not see the body.

	‘I’ve never seen that unlocked before,’ Annie commented, pointing and leading the way to where a door between two sets of shelves was gasping open. ‘Fact being, this’s the first time I’ve ever even seen a key in it.’

	Entering, the girl and Cole discovered the more spacious back room was used as a repository for stock until it could be put on display. Although there were bars at the windows, which the rest of the premises did not have, its contents appeared to be little different from those on the shelves in the trading section of the building. There were several hatchets and hunting knives in sheaths on a small table at the center. Two of the former, one of the latter and, a short distance from them, an empty sheath, lay on the floor, so it appeared they had been pushed aside to make space for a lamp which was standing on it still alight.

	However, as Annie and the peace officer found that Toothless had spoken the truth, they did not give much attention to the room and its inanimate contents. Clad only in a nightshirt, with a Colt 1860 Army revolver and a bull’s-eye lantern lying on either side behind where it had fallen, Martin Oates’ body was sprawled supine and with the blood it had shed staining the dirt floor. It was a far from pleasant sight. In addition to gore having flowed from his nostrils to spread over the lower cheeks and mouth, which the old man had not mentioned, the throat was cut almost from one ear to the other and the scalp had been removed. There was some already dried human vomit nearby and what was obviously the knife used by the killer lay a short distance away.

	‘Toothless called it right,’ the girl asserted, having studied the condition of the head. ‘Any tuivitsi on his first war trail’d’ve lifted the hair a whole heap neater’n this’s been done.’

	‘I reckon you’d know about that, being a tehnap,’7 Cole replied, but there was no implied rebuke nor derision in his tone. Bending down, he made a wry face as he moved the dead man’s right arm. ‘Been dead two or three hours, I’d say.’

	‘Smells that way,’ Is-A-Man admitted, wrinkling her nose in distaste and glancing around. ‘I’d say he must’ve caught somebody’s’d snuck in to rob him, only they got the jump on him.’

	‘That’s how I read it.’

	‘I wonder what whoever done it took?’

	‘Whatever it was, it’s not likely to be them,’ the peace officer replied, jerking his thumb towards a couple of wooden boxes inscribed: BIBLES FOR THE ENLIGHTENMENT OF THE SAVAGE HEATHEN, Boston, Mass. standing against the wall by other door. The lid of one had been raised and, crossing to look inside, he went on, ‘Even though this’s empty.’

	‘Hey, Toothless!’ Annie called, looking around as the old man came through the connecting door. ‘Who-all’s been buying the bibles?’

	‘Bibles?’ Toothless repeated. ‘I’ve never seen no bibles for sale in here. They’re not Oates’ line.’

	‘How about these?’ Cole inquired.

	‘Damned if I’ve ever seen ’em afore,’ the old man declared. ‘Oates never let me so much as peek in here, which’s how come I found him. I’d never even seen the door open and, it being, I come over to see was he up and about.’

	‘How’d you get into the store?’ the peace officer asked. Retrieving a hatchet similar to those on the table from where it lay nearby and concluding it was brought there for the same purpose, he used it to pry open the lid of the second box. ‘Was the front door unlocked?’

	‘Naw, Mr. Cole,’ Toothless denied, having waited for the second question before speaking. ‘He lets me have a key to it, but nothing else, so’s I don’t have to wake him when I get here in morning.’

	‘You know me?’ the peace officer queried with asperity, having placed his badge in his pocket to avoid having his official status discovered.

	‘Shucks, I mind you from when Is-A-Man took ’n ’kept her blood oath to get those greasers’ raped and killed the gal on the Reservation. But I didn’t say your name outside, ’case somebody’s you didn’t want to know who you be might hear,’ Toothless replied, referring to the incident which had created the girl’s man-name. Then he looked into the box and went on, ‘Well I’ll be switched. They don’t look like no bibles as I’ve ever seen.’

	‘Nor me,’ Cole admitted, also gazing at the two large cans he had exposed. Raising the hatchet, he slammed it on to the lid of the one on the right. Liquid splashed through the gash he caused and a pungent aroma rose to drown the stench of death emanating from the corpse. Enlarging the opening, he scooped up some of the brownish fluid with his cupped left hand and tasted it. Spitting it out, he gestured downwards and went on, ‘What do you reckon this is, Toothless?’

	‘Well now,’ the old man said, showing his toothless gums in something close to approval after he had carried out a similar experiment but without ejecting the sample. ‘It’s better than no whiskey at all.’

	‘And you never saw it before?’ the peace officer asked.

	‘The hell I did!’ Toothless affirmed, his manner bristling with indignation. ‘Hell, I know I’m nothing but an old and wored out squaw man’s lives with his missus’s kin across the stream ’n’ booze a mite when I can get into town for some. But there’s things I wouldn’t do, nor stand for, and selling liquor to Injuns’s top of the heap. Had I knowed Oates was doing it, I’d’ve told Agent Dillingham straight off.’

	‘I’ll go along with you on that,’ Annie declared, having known the old man enough years to be aware of his feelings on the matter.

	‘Gracias, Is-A-Man!’ Toothless replied and there was no mistaking the gratitude in his tone. ‘You reckon some of the bucks’ve done it?’

	‘I hope not,’ Annie said.

	‘This’s unfastened,’ Cole commented, having accepted the girl’s summation and gone to examine the exterior door. ‘The lock’s been forced from the outside. Damn it, the ground out here’s so hard you could drive a herd of longhorns over it without them leaving so much’s a hoofprint. This’s when we could use one of those jaspers who can follow the sign made by a shadow on solid rock should the sun be bright enough.’ Pausing and looking away from the building, he continued, ‘Hello, who-all’s this?’

	‘It’s See,’ Annie supplied, joining the peace officer and looking at the elderly Indian who was approaching across the bridge over the stream.

	‘Who?’ Cole inquired.

	‘His full name in English’d be, “Can-See-Better-Than-Man-With-Eyes”,’ Is-A-Man explained. ‘From what Grandpappy Brother-To-The-Hawk and Daddy Singing Bear told me, he was one hell of a fighting man until a trade gun bust in his face. Well, after he got used to living blind, things he could do give him the name. But it’s a mite more of a mouthful than folks can manage, even in Nemenuh, so it’s got whittled down to just “See”. His lodge’s just across the creek with the other old folks’. Which, seeing he’s closest to the water, he’s been sort of keeping an eye on Oates’ doings for me.’

	Tapping the ground ahead of him with a long stick as he walked, the man approaching the trading post had the
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