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Girl’s Night Out
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A full moon sailed in clear sky above the rugged peaks of the Henry Mountains far to the arid south-west. It bathed the Flying G range in liquid silver. Nothing much stirred, though Lilian Goodnight, attuned as always to her surroundings, was aware of the nocturnal life of the wilderness, the scuttling of small feet, the stirrings in sage and bunch grass. Rabbits and rodents and grouse. Maybe rattlesnakes.

She'd posted herself a piece back from the rim of a rocky ridge. From the meadow below, occasional bovine murmuring came from a bedded bunch of her father's steers, between forty or fifty head all told. Then an intrusive note entered the night's peaceful symphony. The unmistakable pound of approaching hoofbeats.

Crouched down, hugging knees clad in buckskin pants, the young woman peered down. Cattle at rest lurched to their feet apprehensively. Irritation rippled through the herd — sign they, too, were aware of strangers arriving on the wanly lit scene.

Backing away from the rim, Lil got to her feet and crossed to where her trusty gray stood patiently on dropped reins. The cow pony she called Rebel was a superb animal she'd trained herself from a foal. Where Lil was concerned, the bronc did anything but live up to his name. She clamped a light hand significantly over Rebel's muzzle, which was warning enough for him not to give betraying voice on hearing the newcomers' horses.

Gathering up the reins, she edged cautiously forward again. Soon enough, Lil discerned something was moving down there. Riders, a half-dozen, slipped from the dusky shadows of a thicket. They spread out and went to work silently except for occasional curt commands to their mounts.

All the cattle were now on their feet, snorting and moving about restlessly. In quick order, the crew began to drift the Flying G herd north from the pasture.

Lil identified the raiders not by name but by their ruffianly looks and the general shabbiness of their clothes and saddle gear. They were rustlers ... range wolves ... tough and wild men of the outlaw breed of which this remote section of country was seeing a fuller share these days.

“I reckon they figure to comb the pasture clean,” she thought. “What can one girl and one horse do?”

The vulnerability of the watched cattle in the newest and worst of lawless times to have confronted the ranching and mining town of Silver Vein and its environs ought not to have been of direct concern to Lil. But she was long done pondering on the incongruity of her motives. Maybe, in spite of all, her lone vigil was inspired by ingrained loyalty to the Flying G brand. That, or a longstanding craving for danger and excitement.

What it wasn't was filial love and devotion.

*      *      *
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Miss Lilian had spent her formative years on the Goodnight cattle spread, becoming a regular tomboy in spades. Pa Ben, a widower, eventually found himself out of his depth in handling an impetuous female youngster who could out-shoot, out-ride, out-rope and out-cuss the most high-spirited of his cowpunchers.

Goaded by gossips who hinted at unseemliness even when none was evident, Ben Goodnight sent his growing girl East to a highly respected boarding school for “finishing” in the European style. When education had done its work, and his rascal daughter was refined, perhaps he could with clear conscience marry her off to a proper, deserving male with the energy of his own bygone youth.

Alas, in Boston Miss Lilian blotted her copybook thoroughly. Wings clipped by the strict rules of the private academy for gentlewomen, she found much-needed exercise and diversion in the forbidden company of an eighteen-year-old gardener's-boy, the only young male on the premises. He was handsome; he was accommodating. Nor was either of them selfish in their pleasure. Together, they made it a sport to enlighten and enliven the drab lives of Lil's colleagues.

The innocent “young ladies of good family” resorted to a secluded garden shed for initiation into the mysteries of Venus suppressed in their upbringing. Spurred by curiosity and the dares of their peers, the liberated rich girls cast restraint to the winds. For an excited few, the secret new fun became nightly ritual ... till an inevitable lack of caution brought the undesirable augmentation of the seminary's curriculum to the notice of the old maids who ran the institution.

The worn-out gardener's-boy was dismissed and several girls expelled. Among them, Lilian Goodnight was denounced as a ringleader of the “orgies”. Her pragmatic assertion that the girls couldn't be virgins all their lives and the clean-living boy had been considerate and gentlemanly cut no ice. On instructions from a scandalized board of governors, the headmistress wrote Ben Goodnight charging him with his trollop daughter's punishment.

But, by and large, East was east and West was west.

The less urbanized society wasn't as rigidly based on the double standard of the times, in which a woman who erred against the rule of no intimacy outside wedlock was held a criminal while the man was seen as only an accomplice. Thus, though Lil found a return to life under her father's roof unpalatable and unworkable, her rejection by Silver Vein was far from a given.

Her wearing of mannish attire resumed. She took up again the outdoors accomplishments at which she excelled. A class of folk might despise her unladylike ways, call her a slut no less, but real westerners didn't snub the “bad girl”. She was a woman — and by their rules any woman was afforded respect whatever her record or station in life.

Duly, young Miss Lilian became “Misfit Lilian” in recognition of her offense to the Boston academy. And, since nicknames were hardly ever allowed to be longer than what had preceded them, a cut-down handle of Misfit Lil quickly followed.

Lil didn't resent the moniker, nor try to live down her black reputation. She told her pa and anyone who gave her an opening that the Boston headmistress's disgust was a heap of nonsense — though she chose a blunter word — and that a letter from a schoolfriend who'd escaped expulsion made it plain.

“Damned if the hypocrite isn't keeping our gardener's-boy in a rented cottage,” Lil would say indignantly. “The headmistress visits with him nights regular, so's she can take him properly in hand ... poor boy!” Lil sometimes winced here as she pictured particulars. “Her hands are like vice-jaws and she's ugly as any sin she preaches against.”

*      *      *
[image: ]


Lil felt consternation as a burning sickness in the pit of her stomach. The Flying G was surely and efficiently being robbed before her eyes. Whatever her relations with her pa, the way of it — the burden of conscience — meant a girl couldn't stand by, doing nothing, and live with herself.

The cattle, lowing and fractious about their disturbance, were being driven off to who knew where. The critters, many of them prime three-year-olds, were prize stock — one of her father's improved herds, cross-bred with imported breeds that bore the names of English counties like Durham and Hereford.

The idea occurred to her in a flash of inspiration, as her best schemes always did. Improved the beeves might be, but they were still part longhorn ... and spooky as deer. The possibilities in this could literally outweigh the numbers against her. It took little to throw such animals into a panic and hundreds of tons of beef on the move in the wrong direction would provide a powerful argument to make any bunch of rustlers think again..

Her mind made up, it was time to fork leather. Action was her inclination and forte. A tall, long-legged girl, Lil took a couple of brisk, circling steps to the rear of Rebel. With a short, exuberant run, she sprang astride, seating herself in the saddle in one smooth, athletic leap. Rebel took off. A press of her knees and a nudge of her heels further urged the horse into a gallop along the rim's edge.

She wasn't bothered that she might be skylined against the moonlight. The cow thieves were fully occupied with their crooked work and the rumble of the beasts' complaints and the thump of their hoofs masked what clatter Rebel made. Nor was the tricky light a difficulty. This country was her country where she'd been born and raised. She knew it as well as a city girl might know each corner of her backyard; every crag, every hole. Her life was here.

The hazed herd was making bellowing, half-hearted progress but Rebel soon outpaced it, putting Lil ahead in the direction the lumbering cows were being driven. She descended from the rim by a narrow trail that might have tested a mountain goat but not the sure-footed gray.

Undetected, she set the plucky horse on a course to confront the approaching herd. Some might have said she was a fool even to consider such a reckless thing, but her plan was decided on, and she was determined to see it through. As she tore over the pasture and the gap closed, she drew a black-handled revolver. Her thumb automatically cocked it.

Riding down on the herd was going to take all her horsemanship and pluck.

One of the rustlers must have glimpsed her fleeting presence across and through the shifting wall of shifting hide and horns. He raised a cry of astonishment.

“Ain't no nighthawks here. Some nosey cow-waddy, I reckon. Kill or capture ’im!”

“Aw, shuddup, Milt! He's like to git run down and stomped to death!”

But Lil had the dangerous possibilities calculated. She neck-reined her horse, pulling up sharply. She raised the revolver high and let the hammer fall. The gun roared and an orange-red muzzle flash lit up her face.

Had any rustler been close enough to see, they would have recognized her for a dark-haired girl with a good profile, a short, straight nose, full lips, and gray eyes. Not a beautiful face, but pretty enough — bright of eye and healthy-looking.

But only cows saw, and they cared nothing for the sudden apparition. The gun crashed again. Already edgy, the highly-strung critters wheeled sharply from the sight and the sound, as Lil had gambled.

The first person to fall under the turned tide of beef wasn't Lil, but a rustler on the herd's left flank, caught off-guard by its abrupt turn. He and his horse went down like trodden grass, both screaming, to be quickly trampled into flattened, bloodied rags.

Rebel raced to and fro across the path of faltering cattle, heading them off. Misfit Lil fired her gun some more. A wave of panic gripped the milling beasts. They broke into a stumbling run in the direction they'd come, bellowing and roaring with fright.

“That fixes ’em!” Lil exulted.

A considerable scare was thrown into the rustlers; their plans were upset. Those of the bunch who could, pulled aside from the crazed mass of pounding hoofs and rattling horns. It was like a beef avalanche, engulfing victims and crushing them to blood and gore.

But three didn't disappear under the stolen herd’s wild plunge and, as the bedlam of the stampede passed them, they caught sight of Lil.

“Thar he goes!”

“It ain't a he — it's a she!”

“By God, you're right!”

“No matter, we'll get the bitch! Bein' a woman's more the reason we'll throw a loop on her. She'll damn well live long enough to regret this business!”

“We'll bring her down in the dust. Drag the gal, spit on her.”

The leader of the trio, swarthy and with a bull neck, wasn't so numbed by the shock of the fiasco that had befallen them to see other possibilities. A glint came to his cold eyes. He was the opportunist found in any such lawless group ... without compunction.

No one was about. The bold, man-clothed woman, though slim, didn't cut a bad-looking figure. She looked strong enough to withstand vigorous handling. His dust-dry mouth moistened and he licked his lips, anger supplanted by lust.

“Brother, the hell with draggin' and spittin'! Women are born for a whole lot other than that. What's more, we've been the unlucky dogs, goin' short of it too long.”

*      *      *
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The surviving rustlers weren't the only parties to have witnessed the stampede. Unnoticed by Lilian Goodnight in the confusion and excitement, another arrival on the scene, tracking the outlaw bunch, had been Jackson Farraday.

On horseback, from cover of a thicket, he observed Misfit Lil's disruptive antics with grim disapproval. His first fear was the pesky girl would get herself killed. His second, when the rustlers were routed, was irritation that his own painstaking investigations into the current bout of local lawlessness would be jeopardized. If the riff-raff were pounded to death under the hoofs of the Flying G herd, his best chance of a lead to their principals — those who orchestrated the growing campaign of anarchy and thievery — would be lost.

He shook his head of long, sun-bleached hair.

“Ground meat will take us nowhere, tell me nothing,” he growled to himself. The Silver Vein country, he appreciated more than most, was on the edge of a declaration of martial law. Matters had got that bad during his short absence.

Jackson Farraday was a weather-burnished scout and guide, a civilian who worked on occasion with the Army. He'd hunted buffalo and supplied meat for railroad construction workers. He'd carried dispatches through hostile Indian country.

His heritage was that of the brave adventurers, pathfinders and mountain men, who'd blazed the way to a new America earlier in the century. But he was also an educated man and reputedly spoke seven languages and several Indian dialects. He subscribed to the beliefs of the visionary explorer and lobbyist John Wesley Powell, who promoted scientific survey and the rational use of the West's resources. Rebellion and crime impeded these policies.

Recently, Jackson had been in the Henrys as guide to a noted geologist conducting a study of the unique volcanic features of the Unknown Mountains — for such Powell himself had called the remote range on his visit of 1869, before returning two years later to name it after Joseph Henry, a friend and the secretary of the Smithsonian Institution.

Now Jackson was back, he was shocked to find a return of bad times to the somewhat better-populated, not so harsh locale that had seemed set to prosper.

“Hell's fire!” he muttered intensely, suddenly. The beginnings of a fresh fear gripped him.

For one of the outlaws had lifted the coiled horsehair lariat from his saddle. He whirled it above his head, building a loop, and raced off to ride down Misfit Lil. With a flick, he hurled the rope at the lone horsewoman.

Lil yelled as the lasso dropped accurately over her head. It settled around her and pinned her arms to her sides. The attacking rustler quickly gave the rope a couple of turns round the steel horn of his saddle to ensure his bet he had her securely. Then he pulled up his bronc sharply. And Lil was wrenched from her seat in the saddle.

Farraday shuddered involuntarily, but was pleased to see the girl wisely kicked her feet free of the stirrups, less an ankle or leg should be dislocated or snapped. She also let herself be jerked clear of her gray's flashing, steel-shod hoofs.

Dust rose high as she struck the hard-baked ground. Farraday could guess the dumping was punishingly, stunningly bruising. He hoped it hadn't broken her neck.
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A Swift Retribution
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The range wolves converged on their fallen prey, whooping gleefully. Lil, still very much alive and furious, lurched on to her knees. She cussed more luridly than a drunken miner.

Jackson heard her assailants' mocking exchange.

“Hush your dirty mouth, gal, or your mom'll have to wash it out with lye soap!”

“Naw, we kin make the sweet thang suck it full o' better suds ’n that.”

Lil finished her tirade passionately. “You'll be sorry for this, you yellow-gutted bastards.”

One rustler flung down from his horse and hurled himself at her. “If'n yuh live, missy!”

Rolling her over, he flattened her on her back and lay on top of her, using his full weight and length to keep her pinned. Excited by her struggles, he wrenched at her fringed buckskin clothing.

Dismounting, his sidewinder sidekicks egged him on.

“That's it, Milt — reckon yuh got holt o' her hawg-tight!”

“Hurry it up. I'm purty near bustin'-out ready to git my turn!”

“Shove your mitts inside those men's duds! So's yuh can tell it really is all-woman.”

“Naw, strip ’em right off! A bare belly-button ain't near enough. Let's see it all — a jaybird-nekkid filly gittin' poked but good in the dust.”

Milt ripped more buttons off, buckles open, and drawstrings loose in a tearing, all-fired rush to be the first to rape the girl who struggled beneath him. The pair became a writhing mass of disarranged pants and kicking legs.

Seeing all this unfold in a matter of scant, heated seconds, Jackson Farraday whipped his long gun from its scarred leather scabbard and fired a warning shot over the attackers' heads. As he did so, he jammed in spurs and raced from the shadows of the thicket concealing him.

The crack of the rifle alone was enough to tell the despicable pack the crime they pursued was discovered. Proven taking of a woman by force was a lynching offense. Milt rose pronto, pulling up his half-mast trousers. They took off for their horses; fumbled for belt-guns.

As Jackson stormed through the whitish moonlight and the still-settling dust from the stampede and the round-up and roping of Misfit Lil, the red eye of muzzle flash winked at him; a gun crashed.

He returned the fire, again aiming to miss.

It was then that Lil took a hand. She staggered to her feet. She kicked free of the loosened, falling noose of rope; rebuckled a belt that hoisted back to lean hips a pair of Colt revolvers cased in tooled leather. And, in a swift, eye-cheating movement, her hands closed on the guns' blackened grips.

Jackson saw the tight set of her face, damp and shiny with sweat except where it was blotched with dust. He knew what she was going to do and he cried out.

“Don't ... !”

But his warning was too late. She brought the guns up, leveling and firing in a continuous blur of movement. The reverberating smash of three close-spaced shots was followed by a short quick silence
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