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Gan Influence Others
With Your Thinking!

li SOME I(ME. Concentrate intently upon an-
other person seated in a room with you, without his
Observe him gradually become restless and
Simple—yet it is
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HE rodeo rider on the bucking bronco

was known to be a murderer four times
over and yet, though there were many offi-
cers around the arena, no one did anything
about it. When the rider finally dismounted
and walked off, they just let him.

The reason the officers didn’'t do anything
about this murderer is that they didn’t have
to. The rider was already behind prison
walls—for that's where the rodeo was being
held!

The annual rodeo at Texas State Peniten-
tiary is one of the wildest and wooliest of
'em all, with outlaw men riding wild outlaw
horses. And few rodeos anywhere are better
attended, with some 150,000 persons drop-
ping in to witness the yearly event. It has
become such a popular attraction that sev-
eral of these shows have to be given in order
for everyone to get to see them and, even so,
people have to make reservations far in ad-
vance if they want to make sure of getting
seats for the spectacle.

The rodeo was not instituted, however, as
entertainment for the public. It was done as
ameans of rehabilitating the prisoners, of giv-
ing them something they could look forward
to, a project which they could proudly parti-
cipate in. And from its inception a number
of years ago it has been a whopping success,
both ways.

All the performers are prisoners. Some,
like Francis Hoffman. Brooklyn born, never
saw a cow up close before entering peniten-
tiary walls. But he developed such skill in
riding and roping that he won two first prizes
in what was not only the first rodeo he ever
rode in but the very first such contest he
ever saw!

Some of these prison rodeo performers
have received offers from outside rodeo cir-
cuits when they become free men again. The
prizes that the prison puts up for the various
rodeo events can’'t match those of outside

6

rodeos, yet one of the prisoners has man-
aged to save up $5000 as the result of the .
rodeo performances he has won through the
years.

One man, a lifer, gave the rodeo money
he'd earned to a buddy who was being re-
leased. “What the hell,” he said, with a
shrug, “it won't do me any good in here, and
it will help give this other guy a start on the
outside.”

In most rodeos there'are a few trained
show animals who act pretty wild but really
aren’t. This is one rodeo, though, where the
horses and the bulls are just as wild as they
seem to be. And with the contestants facing
years of prison—a lifetime, in some instances
—they are apt to be more daring and reck-
less than regular rodeo performers who must
keep from getting banged up in order to
keep paying the bills.

The “prison punchers” are at their poorest
when it comes to rope finesse. The reason is
that the prison authorities don't give them
too much of a chance to practice with rope,
since it is a skill that can be used too readily
to escape.

There's one event held at this Huntsville,
Texas, penitentiary, that you don't often see
anywhere else. It's a milking contest, with
a wild mare the victim of this particular
melodrammer. It's often hard enough for a
colt to get milk from his wild mamma mare,
but the convict cowhand who wins this event
must rope the wild mare, milk out half a
pint of “evidence” and dash to the judges
before his opponents get there!

Nice going, Huntsville.
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By JACKSON COLE



Ambush Arrow

Life was cheap to these Border smugglers— they had
killed, the Lone Wolf knew, and would not hesitate to kill again

CHAPTER 1
- Bushwhack Trap

ITH his secret rendezvous in Escalera only hours away, Texas

Ranger Jim Hatfield had to admit he was lost. The heavy junco
thickets arched over the game trail he was following, closed out his view
of the Texas sky as well as nearby landmarks. It was like being in a
mine tunnel, with all sense of direction gone.

He reined up Goldy, his sorrel, to keen a silence as profound as
only a silence in the Big Bend thicket country can be. Not a breath of
wind stirred the jungle-thick foliage. Although he knew these ancient
trails had been made by wildlife heading for the nearest river, he heard
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nothing to indicate that he was approach-
ing the biggest river of them all—the Rio
Grande.

The lean, saddle-weary lawman
reached to a shirt pocket for the makings
of a cigarette, but his hand fell away to
rest on the butt of the six-gun holstered
at his flank. To light a smoke in these
tinder-dry wastelands would be flirting
with fiery suicide.

He murmured to himself, “When a
man doesn’'t know East from West, I'd
say he was lost.”

Being lost, in itself, was no matter of
grave concern for Jim Hatfield’s personal
safety. The Big Bend country of West
Texas was big country, big enough to
swallow up a New England state or two,
but if a man kept riding he’d work his
way out of'the chaparral jungle eventual-
ly-

Hatfield’s saddlebags carried emergen-
cy rations, jerky and dried peaches and
pemmican, enough to last him a week.
He had a filled canteen and canvas water-
bag, slung from the saddle horn, enough
for a day’s riding.

But Jim Hatfield, Texas Ranger,
couldn't afford to waste time retracing
wrong trails. The telegraphic orders in
his pocket, from Ranger headquarters in
Austin, had emphasized that time was of
the essence. The success or failure of an
important mission depended on his reach-
ing the Rio Grande town of Escalera not
later than tonight.

Escalera was the settlement at the foot
of the dangerous string of river rapids
which marked the end of navigation on
the Rio Grande, nearly five hundred miles
upstream from the Gulf. Yesterday, ap-
proaching from the north, Jim Hatfield
had had his choice of following estab-
lished roads—or taking a short-cut
through the brush, following tunnel-like
trails which had been ancient when the
Spanish explorers first discovered them
in the early Sixteenth Century.

It was a gamble—saving a day’s travel
time, against the chance of getting lost.
And now, for the first time, Jim Hatfield
was ready to admit to himself that he

had lost the gamble. By his calculations,
this brasada trail should have brought
him to the Rio Grande’s gorge hours ago.
Now, for all he knew, he might be head-
ed in the opposite direction. The sun
was obscured behind a midsummer thun-
derhead, and he had neglected to bring
along a compass, so hastily had he hit the
trail after receiving Captain McDowell’s
cryptic telegram at Fort Davis two days
back.

Hatfield dismounted, loosening the
cinch for Goldy’s comfort during this brief
stop. Out of saddle, the Ranger seemed to
take on stature; he stood over six feet
without benefit of the spike-heeled Coffey-
ville boots or flat-crowned stetson, and
the brush-scuffed bullhide chaps accen-
tuated the saddle warp of his legs.

“Nothing | can do but reconnoiter for
some landmark, Goldy,” Hatfield mur-
mured, as the big stallion nuzzled his
cheek affectionately. “If | 'can see the
Rio Grande’s canyon from here, we can
make Escalera by sundown yet.”

It was frustrating, not knowing what
was awaiting him in Escalera; but that
was the way Roaring Bill McDowell
handled assignments when his men were
out in the field. He just gave enough in-
formation to intrigue a man, or put a cold
tingling suspense in his belly.

The telegram Hatfield had received in
Fort Davis, sending him on this rush ride
to the Rio Grande, had been in code.
Translated, it didn't make too much
sense:

Drop present assignment immediately and
proceed without delay to town of Escalera
on the Rio Grande, reporting not later than
Tuesday evening July 14 to Inspector Bob
Chestwick of the U.S. Border Patrol. Do not
identify yourself to any other federal official
for reasons Chestwick can explain.

Working with you on case will be Selwin
Ogden who leaves early Wednesday for ex-
tended absence in Europe. Inspector Chest-
wick will fill in details, which is one of those
big “million dollar” deals.

Suggest you make sure your life insurance
is paid up.

Seeing as how the Border Patrol was
involved—Bob Chestwick was a big name
along the Mexican border—Hatfield felt
safe in assuming that international
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smuggling was back of the secret orders.
But what made this assignment out of the
routine was the fact that Selwin Ogden
was somehow connected with it.

Selwin Ogden was probably about the
wealthiest man in Texas. An ex-gov-
ernor of the Lone Star State, he owned
millions of acres of cattle range, a string

win Ogden to a festering river town like
Escalera.

Removing a pair of military field
glasses from a cantlebag, Jim Hatfield
ground-hitched Goldy on the trail and
started burrowing his way through the
thorny brambles in the direction of a
dead pine tree he had glimpsed some fifty

of hotels in El Paso, Houston, Dallas feet off the trail. Looped over one shoul-
and Galveston, and der, Hatfield car-
a fleet of steam- ried his coiled lari-
ships on the Gulf. at, his intention be-
His avocation was ing to lasso an out-
collecting antique jutting limb of the
jewelry, and he dead pine and haul
was much sought himself up above
after by high so- the level of the
ciety in New Yox'k, chaparral. From an
London, Paris, Vi- elevated perch he
enna and Cairo. would be able to
Why, then, was he sweep the horizon
visiting  Escalera, and he was sure,
Texas? identify a mountain
peak or some other
'mTIM HATFIELD landmark, either on
& had never met the Texas or Mex-
Ogden. As a man ico side of the Rio
dedicated to his Grande, and thus
Ranger work, he pinpoint his own
had never even laid location.
eyes on a multi- He was fighting
millionaire let alone his way through a
worked closely particularly dense
with one. But with clump of yellow-
Selwin Ogden leav- blooming agarita,
ing Escalera tomor- which he believed
row for a trip to be his last bar-
abroad, Hatfield rier in reaching the
wouldn’t get the dead pine, when
chance to meet hirn the brush gave way
at all—if he didn't and Hatfield fell
extricate himself - JIM HATFIELD forward, thrusting
from this jungle out a foot to break
maze in short order. his fall.

McDowell’s telegram had said the case
was a “big one,” and that was enough for
Jim Hatfield. McDowell invariably as-
signed his big cases to the Ranger he had
nicknamed “The Lone Woll” because of
Hatfield’s preference for working alone,
and incognito, rather than work with the
support of a Ranger troop. It had to be a
big case, to bring a millionaire like Sel-

But his leg only
encountered empty space. He was step-
ping over the brink of a sheer cliff!

A gasp of horror blew from the Lone
Wolf’s lips as his threshing arms scooped
in a clump of agarita in a bearhug that
meant life or death in this instant of time.
He felt himself dropping, both legs plum-
meting into a chasm of air.
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The agarita held, its tough roots cling-
ing to soil on the very rim of the caprock.
Hatfield’s pumping legs got purchase on
the stone face of the scarp. His boots
fought for purchase on solid rock, and a
moment later he was scrambling to safety
on a flat ledge at the base of the dead
pine tree he had been aiming to reach.

If the shock of having the earth drop
out from under him was a horrifying ex-
perience, Hatfield's senses got an even
worse jolt when, crawling to the base of
the pine and getting a good grip on a jut-
ting root, he turned his head for his first
look at what lay below him.

The Lone Wolf's head reeled as he
found himself looking down a hundred-
foot-deep abyss, with the yellow waters
of the Rio Grande gliding soundlessly
along the pit of the gorge.

Hatfield had literally stumbled over the
brink of the Rio Grande’s canyon—with
only a handful of wildflower shrubs be-
tween him and certain death on the
broken talus below.

He did not need the binoculars to tell
him where he was now. Two hundred
yards across the canyon rose the sheer
rock walls of Old Mexico, time-eroded
basalt as old as a continent, with the pur-
ple ridges of the Mexican cordilleras
sweeping off and away into indefinite dis-
tances to blend with a heat-pulsing hori-
zon.

To his right, the Rio Grande vanished
around a bend into the twisting gorge
which Hatfield knew from past experience
as one of the wildest, most dangerous
areas in America. Leftward, downstream,
the river suddenly vanished over the
brink of a long series of rapids—the Dev-
il's Staircase, where the river level was
lowered two thousand feet in a quarter
of a mile.

Out of sight at the foot of that series
of churning cascades was located the town
of Escalera, with its Mexican counter-
part, Villa Diablo, crouching on the Chbi-
huahuan bank. By air line, the town
where Border Patrol Inspector Bob
Chestwick and millionaire Selwin Ogden
were awaiting his arrival was less than

two miles from this spot, Hatfield esti-
mated. By trail—and the Ranger saw
now that the path he had been following
emerged from the chaparral not far away
to pick up a ledge descending into the
canyon—the distance to Escalera was
probably five times as far.

Legs trembling with fatigue and the
release of tension from his narrow escape
a moment past, Jim Hatfield came to his
feet. His gamble had paid off; although
he had been lost, at least his dead reck-
oning had brought him to the Rio Grande
and as near to Escalera as if he had car-
ried detailed maps of the short cuts.

He was turning back toward the brush,
intending to burrow his way back to his
waiting horse, when something—a glint
of sunlight on glass or metal—diverted
his attention to the river below.

Hatfield's eyes ranged along the Rio
Grande'bank. The river ran swift and
deep out there, the current gaining mo-
mentum as the cliff walls narrowed and
the surging waters started their plunge
down the foaming cascades of the Devil's
Staircase. The thought had struck Hat-
field that if his eyes had caught a flash
of light on a rowboat’s oar blade, he
would witness a tragedy in the next few
moments. No swimmer or boatman could
survive that rushing current heading for
the rapids less than a mile down-river.

Seeing nothing, Hatfield unslung his
field glasses and focussed them on the
Texas bank of the river directly below.
A moment later he was bringing the pow-
erful lenses to bear on the figure of a
girl, crouched on her knees behind a
boulder alongside the riverbank trail, well
hidden except from above.

ESTING on the boulder was a tele-
scope, the brass trim of which had
caught Hatfield’'s eye a moment before.
The telescope was mounted on a sturdy
tripod, he noticed, and was trained up-
river toward the mouth of the Rio Grande
gorge a mile away.
It was the girl's shoulder-long hair,
red-gold even in the cloud-filtered sun-
light of this murky day, which caught
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Hatfield's interest now. She was young,
around twenty, and was dressed in a
man’s blue shirt, bibless levis, and riding
boots. She wore a gun at her hip, a Colt
45 of the same design as the twin Peace-
makers thonged to Hatfield’s thighs. The
girl was so motionless as to resemble a
statue, so intent was her absorption on
whatever she was viewing through the
telescope. There was an attitude of cau-
tion in her posture, as if the boulder was
hiding her from something or someone;
but study the up-river scene as he would,
Jim Hatfield could see no movement, no
unusual object, to account for the girl’s
vigil.

Her lookout post, he noticed, was not
far off the trail he himself would be trav-
eling in a few minutes, on his way down-
river to Escalera. Since Escalera was the
only settlement in a half day’s riding from
this remote area of West Texas, the girl
probably lived in town.

Swinging the glasses back for a last
look at the girl, Hatfield felt a guilty
feeling wash over him, as if he were spy-
ing. The girl could not possibly guess
that a strange pair of eyes was studying
her from almost straight overhead; it was
almost a Peeping Tom situation.

Hatfield saw the girl move back from
the telescope, rubbing her eyes to rest
them. Then she picked up a pair of bi-
noculars and appeared to be surveying
the rim of the Mexican cliffs across the
river. After a few moments of that, she
resumed her scrutiny through the tele-
scope.

The Lone Wolf lowered the binoculars
from his eyes and was surprised to see
that the girl blended into her background
so perfectly down there that, with the
naked eye. he could not spot her hiding
place behind the boulder.

Brushing the girl out. of his thoughts,
Jim Hatfield pulled his hatbrim down to
shield his eyes from clawing thorns and
plunged back into the agarita- clump
which had saved him from a fatal plunge
into the chasm. From here on out, he told
himself, the wild agarita would replace
the Texas bluebonnet in his affections ...

The sun was breaking through the lead-
colored overcast, spilling its golden shafts
into the awesome depths of the river can-
yon, when Ranger Hatfield rode out of
the engulfing chaparral and put his sorrel
onto the six-foot ledge which slanted at
a, roof-steep angle down the face of the
north scarp.

Almost before he could adjust his
weight in the saddle, he pulled Goldy to
a quick halt.

Squatting on a flat outjutting shelf of
rock at the top of the ledge was a Mexi-
can in shabby shirt and pants and sisal
straw sombrero, a peon of the lowest type
to judge from his uncut mane of black
hair, his lack of shoes, his scabrous flesh.

The peon had a Springfield rifle at his
shoulder, aimed down into the canyon at
a steep angle. So intent was the Mexican
at lining his sights at some target below,
he seemed completely unaware of the ap-
proach of a horse and rider from the chap-
arral trail at his back.

From his mounted position, Hatfield
could almost sight down the rock-steady
barrel of the Mexican’'s .45-70. The sun-
light, flooding down into the canyon,
picked out the gunhawk’s target. It was
human, and it was a girl’'s back. The girl
with the telescope, crouched behind her
boulder at the foot of this ledge.

Hatfield knew he had only seconds to
draw cards in this deal. He knew that
his orders specified that he not only
reach Escalera as quickly as possible, but
as unobtrusively. To take sides in an am-
buscade, this close to the town, could be
disastrous.

On the other hand, he could not stand
by and see anyone drilled in the back
with a .4571) slug.

Swiftly transferring Goldy’s reins to
his left hand, the Lone Wolf lifted a
bone-stocked Colt from holster. His
thumb dogged the knurled hammer to
cocked position, hoping the sound would
divert the Mexican’s attention without
causing him to jerk trigger. But the peon
did not appear to have heard, so com-
plete was his concentration on the dry-
gulch job at hand.
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“Hold the trigger, Senor. Hatfield
spoke softly, so as not to startle this man.
He spoke in Spanish, a tongue he handled
as fluently as English.

His words got through. Hatfield saw,
their impact lift the Mexican’'s burly
shoulders, stiffening him for an instant.
Then the Mexican came to his feet and
turned around to face the Ranger. He
had a Mongol slant to his eyes, and long,
greasy black horsetail mustache that had
a Chinese mandarin look.

“Just lay down the rifle, Senor,” Hat-
fled ordered, meeting the reptilian glitter
of the ambusher’s eyes. “Then we’ll make
habla about what goes on here.”

The Mexican shrugged, showing no
concern. He tossed a glance over his
shoulder, making no move to lay aside
the rifle.

“The Senorita Ramona Chestwick is a
friend, quizas?”

The peon’s words startled Hatfield.
Ramona Chestwick? She could be Bor-
der Patrolman Bob Chestwick’s kin, then;
perhaps his daughter.

“You have come too late, Senor,” the
Mexican said. “When she came up the
canyon, Sehorita Ramona was as good
as dead. Even if you kill me, it will do
no good. | am not alone.”

At that precise instant the gunfire
started down in the pit of the gorge, and
Hatfield heard the girl's involuntary
scream and knew Ramona Chestwick had
been hit by flying lead.

CHAPTER I

River Fury

ATFIELD jerked his glance away
from the leering Mexican, eyes
shifting to the girl far below.

Relief flooded through him as he saw
her vault the boulder where the telescope
rested and head toward the river at a
zig-zagging sprint, her red-gold hair
streaming in the sun.

A gun was hammering somewhere
down there, echoes volleying back across
the river from the high sounding boards
of the Mexican cliffs; but Hatfield could
not locate the source of the shots.

The diversion nearly cost him his life
now, for from the tail of his eye he saw
the peon whipping the Springfield around
and up to cover him, left hand lifting the
barrel, right hand gripping the trigger,
the stock hugged against his hip to steady
his aim.

The Lone Wolf saw the shoot-sign com-
ing to a boil in the Mexican’s feral, mad-
dog eyes. He saw the brown kunckle
whiten to the pressure of finger on trig-
ger. -

Hatfield’s gun slammed a shaved clock-
tick ahead of the Springfield’s heavier det-
onation. There had been no time to aim
and the Ranger’s slug caught the Mexican
high on the left shoulder, hardly more
than a flesh wound, but in this case as
deadly as a point-blank shot to the brain
or heart.

The impact of drilling lead spun the
Mexican leftward, enough to deflect his
own aim, the Springfield bullet plucking
a slot through the brim of Hatfield's stet-
son and making the chin cord jerk at his
throat. _

The Mexican opened his mouth to howl
his agony, dropping the Springfield to
clutch the blood-gushing bullet hole in
his shoulder; but the continuing twisting
momentum of the slug’s impact threw him
off balance and in the next instant Hat-
field saw the peon cartwheeling back-
wards off his rocky perch.

With the smoke from his own gun
blending with the black-powder smudge
of the Mexican’s rifle, Hatfield stared at
the empty space where the peon had been
standing a second before.

To his ears came the sodden, meaty
crash of a body bouncing off a ledge be-
low.

The Mexican was done for, and Hat-
field thrust him out of his thoughts; he
had fired in self-defense. His concern
now was for the girl, Ramona Chestwick,
fleeing for her life down in the pit of the
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gorge, the target for a hidden marksman s
bullets.

He spurred forward to get clear of the
fouling powdersmoke, and heard the gun-
fire break loose again in a smashing ca-
dence which told him that the unseen
marksman’s gun was following a running
target.

Then Hatfield caught sight of the girl,
and a shout of horror came from him as
he realized what she was doing.

Ramona Chestwick was racing for the
river's edge. Caught on the flat, rocky
beach, she had no other recourse than to
make for the water. Once in the river
she would be safe from bullets. But the
river itself, at this particular point, was
as dangerous as gun lead. A swimmer
would be swept over the downstream
cataracts.

Hatfield drove the rowels into Goldy’s
flanks, sending the big stud hurtling down
the ledge trail at suicidal speed. The
horse almost tripped on the dead Mexi-
can’s rifle; for a few seconds Hatfield en-
visioned himself being hurled from sad-
dle as the big stallion nearly went into
a somersault at full stride,.then recov-
ered and, skidding on his haunches for a
distance of twenty yards, recovered his
footing and resumed the breakneck race
down-slope.

Hatfield jabbed his Colt into leather
and hauled the Winchester carbine from
his saddle boot. He had a blurrred
glimpse of Ramona as she reached the
rocky ledge overlooking the ugly flow of
the river and poised three, one arm dan-
gling at her side like a broken wing on
a bird.

He wanted to shout to her not to dive,
but spurts of dust and gravel about her
feet told Hatfield how near bushwhack
lead was to cutting her down. She had
a grim choice: to consign herself to the
river, with less than one chance in a thou-
sand of escaping the grim rapids of the
Devil's Staircase, or being riddled by
drygulch fire.

Ramona made the only possible choice.
Hatfield saw her point for a moment on
the edge of the rocky bank, like a diver

on a springboard; and then she was arc-
ing through space, disappearing from
Hatfield’'s view as she hit the water.

The Lone Wolf had to concern himself
with staying aboard Goldy’s back now,
as the stallion was thundering down the
last stretch of ledge toward the main
wagon road which skirted the Texas
bank of the river.

Thus far, Hatfield had not glimpsed
whoever was driving lead at the fleeing
girl. The ambusher was using smokeless
powder; and the tricky echoes from the
Mexican cliffs prevented him from placing
the source of the gunshots, which had
now ceased.

OLDY hit the level road at the foot
G of the Texas cliff at a full run. Bul-
lets zipped past the Ranger's head with
wasplike shrieks of sound, some of’the
slugs ricocheting off the cliff at his left.
That established one thing, at least: the
ambusher was down-river, and probably
concealed in the timber which grew be-
tween the cliff base and the river road
toward Escalera.

Getting Goldy under control, Hatfield
reined in the direction of the river. The
unseen ambusher was of less concern
to him than the girl swiming out there
in the millrace of the Rio Grande. She
was probably wounded, and even if she
was a strong swimmer the chances were
that she would be swept to her death in
the maw of the Devil's Stairway.

Goldy vaulted Ramona’s boulder with
the telescope still sitting there on its tri-
pod, taking the barrier in stride like a
trained steeplechaser. Ahead of him on
the polished rocks above high-water line
Hatfield noticed crimson splashes, like
fresh paint, and knew that Ramona had
been wounded by one of the ambusher’s
first shots.

Indirectly, Hatfield’s appearance at the
rimrock level had precipitated that at-
tack. The peon’s confederate had opened
fire on Ramona at long range when he
saw his partner in trouble.

Nearing the drop-off to the river prop-
er, Goldy swung southeastward, paral-
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lelmg the course of the river. By now,
Hatfield knew, the swift-running flow of
the Rio Grande had swept Ramona Chest-
wick a hundred yards or more down-
stream.

The golden stallion, sprinting like a
racehorse on the home stretch, veered
closer to the river. Hatfield's ears picked
up the continued slam and crash of rifle
shots from the hidden ambusher north
of the road, and wondered if he or the
girl was the target. His own attention
was on the roiling surface of the river
now, studying its eddies and debris-
choked cross currents, seeking some trace
of Ramona Chestwick in that churning
surge.

The panicked thought struck him that
she had been sucked under by the Rio
Grande’s treacherous currents. No swim-
mer, even without the added handicap of
a wounded arm, could cope with the
racing waters of this cliff-hemmed chute.

Then he saw her, a good thirty feet
from shore. She was struggling to stay
above water, her red-gold hair streaming
in the muddy wash, the currents swirling
her like a stick in a whirlpool.

Keeping afloat was the only thing left
to the girl, Hatfield knew; she had for-
feited any chance she might have had of
gaining the Texas bank and keeping out
of sight of the ambusher in the fringe of
Lules rimming the shoreline.

Hatfield was racing abreast of the girl
now. He estimated the river’s current at
around ten knots, and it would increase
in speed as the girl approached the glassy
brink of the Devil's Staircase down-
river.

That peril was only half a mile away
now, and coming closer with every pass-
ing instant. Oblivious to the possibility
that he might be nearing the hidden gun-
man’s location, Hatfield roweled Goldy
for a last burst of speed and headed for
the stretch of gravel beach which led up
to the brink of the quarter-mile-long se-
ries of rapids.

Goldy found a break in the cutbank
and took it without Hatfield’s touch at
the reins. That brought the horse off

the open flats between cliffs and river,
onto the sandy beach next to the water,
and more than likely out of the ambush-
er's view.

They were ahead of the floating girl
now, but would not be for long; Ramona
had already reached the beginning of the
suction area caused by the narrowing of
the canyon walls.

Booting his Winchester, since there was
no visible target to use it on anyway, he
unbuckled his lasso rope from the pommel
and began shaking out a loop. Diving in-
to the river and attempting to swim tu
the girl's rescue was useless, a foolhardy
show of chivalry which would only cost
him his own life and do nothing for Ra-
mona. The rope was his only hope.

The gravel beach was pinching off now,
narrowing as it neared the lip of the first
rapids at the top of the Devil’'s Stairway.
That first drop was really a waterfall fifty
feet in height, rather than a rapids.

Where the beach ended, Goldy came
to an exhausted halt. Hatfield swung
from stirrups,” lariat ready, and began
clambering out on the great mass of wa-
ter-smoothed boulders which, in aeons
past, had jammed this narrow bottleneck
at the head of the chutes.

Squinting against the sun glare up-
river, he saw that Ramona was attempt-
ing to swim now, as she felt the dread
suction of the falls gripping her body.
Hatfield shouted, but he was within range
of the thunder of the rapids now and
knew the girl could not hear him.

Mysterious geysers were erupting from
the water around the girl as she was swept
closer. For a moment the cause of those
dimpling ripples puzzled Hatfield, until
he realized the gunman was still keeping
Ramona under fire.

Poised on a boulder at the verge of
the waterfall, Jim Hatfield began twirling
his lariat now. It would take hair-trigger
timing and aim, to make the rope noose
reach the spot where the girl would be
at a given instant.

Something sped past his cheek like an
angry bee, with a tangible air-whip on
his flesh. A bullet. The drygulcher was



conceding that Hatfield had a chance to
save the girl and was transferring his
gunfire to the man instead, knowing Ra-
mona was doomed if the man with the
rope could be dropped,

ATFIELD cursed himself for not
having anchored the rope to a rock,
in the event a slug did cut him down after
he had made his cast. But there was no
time to regret bad judgment now.
The waters were swirling in toward
the mouth of the falls now like a trough,
V-shaped and wicked, frothy white
against submerged rock.

Ramona Chestwick hit the apex of that
V of water, going at blurring speed. She
saw the tall, rangy figure in cowhand’s
garb poised on the rocks ahead, saw him
make his cast, and thrust one arm up-
wards into the settling loop.

The rope snare slapped the water, circ-
ling the girl as she started her descent
into the trough of racing waters. The
raging current pulled her against the
rope which her arm had caught.

Hatfield felt the, rope snap taut, and
knew his cast was true, that the half sub-
merged girl was inside his loop, that the
slipknot had tightened. She could lose

7



18 TEXAS RANGERS

consciousness now and still be saved. It
was up to him.

He caught the vaguest glimpse of the
girl, under a foot of angry water, as she
was swept over the brink of the falls.
He fell to his knees, bracing himself for
the shock of the girl’s weight hitting the
end of the rope.

It came, yanking the lariat coiled about
his arms, nearly yanking them loose at
the sockets, dragging him flat on his
face on the up-stream of the boulder.

The rope was biting into his flesh. He
locked his teeth against the pain, letting
the weight of his body anchor the rope
that stretched up and over the smooth
crest of the rock. As long as that tor-
turing pressure kept the rope taut, it
meant Ramona Chestwick was still in his
noose.

He felt the intolerable pull ease off.
But the weight was still there; the rope
hadn’t broken, the girl hadn’t slipped out
of the noose. He took a quick dally
around a protruding log arid, free of the
rope, began clambering up over the
rocks.

Bellied down at the summit of the rock
dam, he had his first look down the forty-
degree slope of the rapids. Churning spray
was filled with rainbows;' the coolness,
the thunder of the Devil’s Stairway would
have been comforting under different cir-
cumstances.

He pulled himself along the rope and
peered over the edge. Relief flowed
through him as he caught sight of Ra-
mona’s body swaying like a pendulum
twenty feet below, brushing the dank,
mossy surface of the rock wall alongside
the roaring falls.

The rope was caught securely under
her armpits; although she was obviously
unconscious, there was little danger of
her falling through the tight loop. Her
shirt clung with skin-tight adhesion to her
slim body, accentuating the tight swell of
full arching breasts. Her right arm was
drenched with blood under her sleeve,
Hatfield noticed. Her gorgeous head of
hair was now plastered to her skull like
the fur on a soused rat.

He began pulling the rope hand-over-
hand, until he could reach down and get
his arms around the unconscious girl. If
she had inhaled any water she might be
in need of artificial respiration immedi-
ately. Then there would be time enough
to worry about the unseen gunman who
would be stalking them out of nowhere.

CHAPTER 111

Mysterious Telescope

ITH the girl safely jacknifed over

his shoulder, Jim Hatfield worked
his way back down over the mammoth
boulder, leaving the lariat dallied to the
broken end of drift log.

A short scramble brought him across
the rock dam and into a dense motte of
cottonwood and willow and knee-deep
water grass, verdure which was green the
year 'round and extended in a dark belt
down the canyon to the foot of the roar-
ing cascades.

Choosing a level spot free of stones and
broken twigs, the Lone Wolf laid the girl
gently on her side and, ripping open the
sleeve of her shirt, had a quick look at
her bullet wound. The slug had gone in
and out, leaving a shallow puncture
wound.

A pulse beat strongly on the sun-
bronzed column of Ramona Chestwick’s
throat, and she was breathing naturally.
She was, he realized, in a state of semi-
shock from fear and the physical ordeal
of being buffeted in the angry waters of
the river. So far as Hatfield could tell,
she had inhaled no water; placing an ear
to her chest, he could hear no evidence
of clogged bronchial tubes.

Because his first-aid kit was back on
the sandspit with Goldy, and in order
to stem the bleeding from the girl's
wound, Hatfield dusted the bullet-puric-
tured flesh with tobacco flakes, one of
the best emergency antiseptics he knew
of, and bound the arm with his neck-
piece.
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The girl was beginning to mutter in-
coherently and her eyelids were flutter-
ing by the time Hatfield had finished his
makeshift bandage. Now that he had time
to look the girl over at close range, he was
struck by her comeliness under the worst
possible conditions—hair drenched and
tousled, clothes sopping with the dank and
silt-laden water of the Rio Grande.

She had lost, or discarded the Colt .45
she had been carrying at the moment he
had first discovered her from the rim-
rock. He noticed the monogram “R.C.”
worked into the fancy stitching of her
boots. That jibed with the name Ramona
Chestwick which the Mexican had men-
tioned. That this girl was related to Bor-
der Patrolman Bob Chestwick, the Lone
Wolf now had little doubt.

The color was returning to her cheeks.
Her eyes fluttered open and tried to fo-
cus on the man hunkered beside her,
stetson tipped back off a shock of thick
black hair, a quizzical grin on his lips.

“You've got nothing to worry about
now, Ramona,” Jim Hatfield said gently,
seeing a wild frenzy strike the girl's am-
ber-colored eyes as her mind became lu-
cid again. “l just want you to lie low
while | find out who was throwing lead
at us.”

The girl propped herself up on one
elbow, plucking at the hickory skirt as if
embarrassed at the discovery that its wet
fabric was accentuating the voluptuous
curves of her figure. The terror was still
in her eyes; when her hand groped to gun
holster and found it empty, she strug-
gled to her knees with a tiny whimper-
ing sound.

“You—you know my name,” she mum-
bled almost incoherently. “Why don't
you go ahead and kill me.”

A wave of frustration swept Hatfield.
Obviously Ramona Chestwick’'s brain
was still in a state of shock. She believed
he was the gunman who had been taking
potshots at her; possibly her memory of
his tossing the rope to her in the river
had been erased by the horrors of being
sucked into the maw of the Devil’s Stair-
way a few moments back.

‘Im your friend, Ramona,” Hatfield
said, reaching out to touch her arm re-
assuringly, only to see her recoil. “I want
you to keep low, out of sight, while I go
after this hombre who did try to Kkill
you.”

The girl sagged back on her side, lungs
heaving like the gills of a grounded fish.
He was almost certain his words had not
reached her.

He thought, if she knew | was a Texas
Ranger, she’d know I'm the man her fa-
ther sent for and it might snap her out
of it.

But orders were orders. His lips were
sealed even to the daughter of the Border
Patrolman he was to meet today in Es-
calera. Captain McDowell’s telegram had
warned him specifically to reveal his
Ranger status to no one except Inspector
Bob Chestwick.

The girl was watching him with an al-
most hypnotic intensity, her mind
groping back to reality by slow degrees.
But there was no time to waste trying
to talk Ramona Chestwick back to full
possession of her senses, not with a rifle-
toter stalking them somewhere back in
the brush.

“Look, Ramona,” he said softly. “All
I can do is ask you to trust me—and for
your own good, keep under cover while
I'm gone. You've got to understand, Ra-
mona, I'm not the gunhawk who was
shooting at you. Later, perhaps very soon
now, | can tell you who | am, and what
I'm doing here in the canyon.”

The girl's fingers combed snarled
strands of hair back from her face, anger
replacing the blank vacuity in her eyes
now.

“You're just a paid drygulcher!” Ra-
mona Chestwick flared, her voice losing
some of its whimpering quality. “What
made you haul me out of the river? You
knew | dove in to escape you. You also
knew the current caught me, that | was
a goner—’

CRASHING sound back in the
brush startled Hatfield then, made
him aware of the danger he still faced
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from the mysterious gunman whose
shots had driven this girl into the river,
and whose slugs had so narrowly missed
cutting him down.

Someone was coming through the
brush, recklessly, with no attempt at
caution. Hatfield leaped to his feet, guns
palmed. He flicked a quick look over
his shoulder at the girl, who apparently
had not heard the alien sound.

“Lie down in that grass,” Hatfield or-
dered sharply, “and keep down out of
sight. I'll try to dab my loop on that
bushwhacker of yours and we’'ll find out
what the deal is—"

There was no time to see if the girl
had obeyed him. Hatfield, bent in a low
crouch, got out from under the willow-
brake, moving in toward the wagon road,
in the direction of whoever it was he
heard slogging down the slope toward
the river.

He was fifty feet from the spot where
he left Ramona when a horse’s whicker,
near at hand, startled him. He glanced
around through the deep shadows and
caught sight of a steeldust gelding, sad-
dled and bridled on picket in a small
clearing. A red leather cylinder was tied
behind the cantle, which Hatfield recog-
nized instantly as the carrying case for
a telescope. The steeldust, then, was Ra-
mona’'s mount, the horse she had hidden
here before carrying her telescope out to
the vantage point behind the big boulder.

There was no time for further conjec-
ture. The bushwhacker was close enough
now for Hatfield to hear the jingle of
spurs as the gunman threaded his way
through the thick brush.

Hatfield eased himself over behind a
scaly sycamore trunk, knowing the gun-
man would have to cross an open area
if he kept coming in the same direction.

Thumb on gunhammer, the Lone Wolf
waited, his pulses hammering as the sus-
pense mounted. A lot of mysteries could
be cleared up if he could take this hombre
alive and question him about a few things.
Why it was so important to gun down a
girl like Ramona Chestwick, among other
things . ..

TEXAS RANGERS

And then the brush parted and Hat-
field got his first look at his adversary. He
could hardly believe what he saw.

It was not the man he had anticipated-,
but a vieja, a Mexican woman with a
puckered face as withered and brown as
a mummy's, with white streaks in her
flowing, witchlike mane of hair.

The woman was dressed like a man of
the upper middle classes—a costly serape
with a black and white zebra-stripe pat-
tern, gold-braided charro jacket, flare-
bottomed pantalones with vivid red satin
triangles in the seam slashes.

In her hand, her incredibly withered,
sticklike hand, the crone was carrying a
Remington repeating rifle, .30-30. caliber,
which she was using to fend off the whip-
ping branches. A bandolier of ammunition
was slung over one shoulder, and Hatfield
noticed that many of the loops were empty.

The Mexican woman looked like a witch
out of a fairy tale book. Probably past
sixty years of age, her mouth was open as
she gasped under the hard breathing of
her exertion, revealing two or three yel-
lowed snags of teeth. There was a Mongo-
loid cast to her features which told Hat-
field that she was probably the mother of
the dissolute-looking Mexican he had
killed up there at the crest of the cliff
trail.

The crone stumbled on an unseen rock
in the grass and fell to her knees, breaking
her fall with the Remington .30-30. Jim
Hatfield chose that moment to move out
from behind the sycamore.

Gun leveled at hip height, the Lone

_Wolf called out softly, “Marios altos, old
woman. You will not Kill the Senorita.”

The ancient one bounced to her feet,
rheumy eyes cataract-clouded but picking
him out of the pattern of light and shadow.
They were eyes that held a shuddery rep-
tilian glitter in their inky depths. Then
she spoke in a raspy, cawing Spanish:

“The Senorita went over the Escalera
del Diablo?”

Before Hatfield could make any answer,
the crone spun about and started back
into the concealment of the brush, ignor-
ing the six-gun drop Hatfield held on her.
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‘Hey!” shouted the Lone Wolf, tilting
his gun muzzle skyward. “Halt or |
shoot.”

The woman’s answer to that ultimatum
was a derisive, hyena-like cackle as she
vanished with a blur of zebra-striped ser-
ape into the sheltering chaparral.

Jim Hatfield flung himself belly down
in the knee-high grass, realizing that the
Mexican woman now held the advantage.
It had been impossible for him to pull
trigger when he could have done so; you
don’t go around shooting old ladies in the
back even though this particular harridan
was as deadly as a black widow spider and
probably just as ruthless.

Tire Remington exploded once, a bullet
whistling over the Ranger’s head; and
then he heard the passage of the old
woman’s body slithering through the
brush toward the road at a speed that was
incredible for one so emaciated, so old, so
seemingly frail.

ATFIELD felt his cheeks burn with
humiliation as he got to his feet
and charged in pursuit of the adversary
he was mentally calling the Chihuahau
Witch. There was an unreal quality about
this meeting, a sort of Halloween atmos-
phere to the whole thing. But one thing
was uppermost in the Ranger’s mind:
Border Patrol inspector Bob Chestwick
would want the old crone brought in a
prisoner, seeing as how hard she had tried
to murder his daughter.

A moment later Jim Hatfield broke out
of the brush onto the wheel-rutted wagon
road which followed the Texas side of the
river. He was in time to see the old Mexi-
can woman, crouched in a high-peaked
Moorish saddle, hurtling off around a
bend aboard a copper-bottomed pony.

A swirl of sun-glowing dust, and the
incredible old woman was gone, ham-
mering down the following grade toward
Escalera. She and her son, according to
Hatfield's deductions had come up river
stalking a Border Patrolman’s daughter.
They had seen their murder scheme ex-
ploded by the untimely interruption of a
stranger on a golden stallion, riding out

of the brasada from the north. The son
now lay dead in the talus a quarter mile
up river; the mother had chosen flight to
capture, taking her chances that the
gringo stranger would not put a slug in
her back at point blank range.

Hatfield's shouldefs slumped. If Goldy
was within whistling distance, he would
have given chase to the incredible old
crone in the gaucho costume. But Goldy
was down at the water’'s edge near the
brink of Devil's Staircase where the
witchlike old woman believed Ramona
Chestwick had been swept to her doom.

Ramona! Hatfield had forgotten the
half-drowned girl he had left back in the
sycamore thicket. He turned, intending
to retrace his steps to the clearing, when
he heard a thud of iron-shod hoofs strik-
ing rock back in the brush.

Instantly alert, realizing that the old
crone might have had several confeder-
ates with her, Hatfield withdrew hastily to
the shelter of a windfallen loblolly pine
beside the road and squatted down, rest-
ing his Colt barrel on the fallen log.

A rider broke into the open, entering
the long, curving corridor of the road
which hugged the Rio Grande cliff—a
rider who reined down-canyon and spur-
red at once into a reaching gallop.

“Ramonal”

Hatfield called the girl’'s name at the top
of his lungs as he realized that Chest-
wick’s daughter was forking that speeding
horse. He recognized the steeldust gelding
as quickly as he did the slim, water-soaked
figure in the saddle.

If the girl heard his shout, she gave no
sign. The same bend in the road that had
concealed the Mexican woman quickly
hid the girl from view.

Hatfield groaned. It would take him a
good ten minutes to work his way back
over the rocks and logjams to reach his
own horse; by that time Ramona Chest-
wick would be at the bottom of the Stair-
way grade, back to the safety of the town.

“Providing,” the Lone Wolf muttered
angrily to himself, “that Chihuahua Witch
doesn't fort up and pick her off from
ambush.”
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Not in many a blue moon had Jim
Hatfield felt as frustrated and downright
mystified over a set of circumstances as
he did now. He also felt exceedingly
foolish. The newspaper writers who de-
lighted in building him up as a legendary
hero of the Texas frontier would snicker
behind their hands if they could see him
now. Hatfield thought morosely.

“l let two women get the best of me!
And | don’'t know any more about who
either one of them are or what brought
them here than | did before I got Roaring
Bill's telegram.”

It helped a little to know that within an
hour he would be checking in at the
Border Patrol office in Esealera and pre-
senting his Texas Ranger credentials to
the great Bob Chestwick in person. In
all probability Chestwick would put him

mup at his own quarters in town tonight,
and Hatfield would get a chance to meet
Ramona under happier circumstances.
Maybe Ramona would be able to identify
the old woman with the Remington rifle
and the zebra-striped serape.

E FELT a little better when he was

back aboard Goldy, retracing his
way back to the foot of the ledge trail to
have a look at the dead Mexican. He'd
be sending the Esealera undertaker back
up canyon with his hearse wagon to pick
up the bushwacker’s broken body at the
foot of the cliff. His identity might prove
valuable to Bob Chestwick of the Border
Patrol. If so, it was the only useful thing
that Hatfield had to show for the incred-
ible events which had taken place in the
past half hour.

Passing the smooth-topped boulder
where Ramona Chestwick had been
crouched, Hatfield dismounted and squat-
ted down beside the telescope on its
tripod. It was stamped “Property US
Govt.” he noticed; the spyglass probably
belonged to Ramona’s father, as part of
his equipment for patroling the Rio
Grande border.

“1 wonder,” Hatfield mused, “what was
so danged interesting at the other end of
that telescope.”

Leaning forward, the Ranger put his
eye close to the telescope. The locking
mechanism of the tripod, plus the fact that
the glass was rigidly supported across the
top of the boulder, meant that Hatfield's
view, through the powerful forty-diam-
eter lenses, was exactly the scene Ramona
had been looking at so*intently when the
old woman’s ambush bullet had clipped
her arm.

Peering through the telescope now, all
Hatfield could see was a patch of tules
growing at the foot of a yellow elaybank
about a mile away, at the point where the
Rio Grande curved out of sight into the
upper canyon. .

“l don't see anything so
about that,” Jim said aloud.

For several minutes, Hatfield studied
the scene, until his eyes ached from the
strain. But he saw nothing whatsoever
out of the ordinary about the field of view
Ramona had aimed her telescope at and
then carefully locked in place.

There were only waist-high tules jut-
ting like bristles on a hairbrush from a
sun-checkered mudbank at the edge of
the Rio Grande, with a yellow shale ledge
behind it, and, outside the range of the
glass's field of view, dense willow and
cottonwood bosques behind that.

Yet it had to be important, or else why
would a Border Patrolman’s daughter
have come to this desolate canyon site to
focus her telescope on that tule bed? Why
had two mysterious Mexicans stalked the

interesting

girl with the telescope with intent to

murder? '
“Only one way to find out, I reckon,”

Hatfield said, getting to his feet. “I'll have

to pay that patch of tules a visit. And if
I find anything interesting, report it to
Bob Chestwick.”

CHAPTER 1V

The Telescope's Target

ACK in saddle, Hatfield turned
Goldy up-river until he reached a
break in the cutbank, which lifted them
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to the sandy beach and enabled Goldy to
get back to the wagon road where the
going was easier.

Sight of a zopilote buzzard spiraling on
motionless pinions high overhead, its
shadow sweeping across the chocolate
colored Texas cliffs, reminded the Lone
Wolf of the Mexican his point-blank slug
had dumped off the caprock.

Looking up, he'realized he was directly
under the dish-shaped slab of stone which
overhung the summit of the ledge trail.
There was where the Mexican had been
sprawled, sighting his rifle on Ramona’s
back. In falling, Hatfield remembered his
body had struck an outjutting ledge fur-
ther down, which the Ranger now located,
mid-way up the cliff.

Thus oriented, he had no trouble spot-
ting the broken body of the pelado, lying
in the talus at the foot of the scarp. Before
he could report the Mexican's death to
the proper authorities in Escalera, he
knew predatory animals, or that wheeling
bird of prey up there, could easily mu-
tilate the corpse and make identification
difficult.

The grisly chore of toting the dead man
back to Escalera this afternoon was a duty
he could hardly escape. The pelado, who-
ever he was, undoubtedly had some con-
nection with the “million dollar case”
Inspector Bob Chestwick was working on,
down here on the border.

Dismounting, Hatfield untied his bed-
roll behind the cantle and broke loose a
tarpaulin. Goldy, Scenting the odor of
death up there in the sun-scaled rocks,
pawed the road and whickered nervously
as Jim Hatfield, toting the canvas tarp,
started climbing up the jumbled talus
toward the body.

Arriving there, he made a cursory ex-
amination of the broken gore-spattered
hulk. He found nothing by way of iden-
tification in the Mexican'’s pockets. There
was a red rose tatooed on one forearm
with the Spanish legend Buena Fortuna,
which the local coroner might find useful.

Covering the body with the tarp and
weighting the edges down with rocks so
«s to give at least temporary protection

against scavenging fangs or talons, Hat-
field made his way back to Goldy and
swung aboard.

The accumulated weariness of his over-
land. trek from Fort Davis rested heavily
on his nerves and muscles now. He had
an overpowering urge to rein Goldy
around and head for Escalera to hunt up
Bob Chestwick’s Border Patrol office. The
quicker he did that, the quicker he would
find out what connection Selwin Ogden,
the financier, had to do with this strange
mission. And, he reminded himself, the
quicker he would be able to identify him-
self to Ramona, who would probably
describe her would-be assassin to her
father as a lanky Texan in rangeland garb
who was a deadeye with a rope.

Returning to Escalera was the easiest
thing to do right now; and would be fol-
lowing out the letter of his orders from
headquarters. But it would leave un-
solved the nature of the target for
Ramona’s telescope, up there at the bend
of the Rio Grande gorge where the tules
grew. At close range, he might be able
to spot whatever it was Ramona Chest-
wick had been spying upon. -

He covered the mile of intervening road
at a jog trot, favoring Goldy, who had
expended his last reserve of power in win-
ning the race with Ramona Chestwick to
the brink of the Rio Grande rapids.

Where the wagon road to Presidio
snaked off through a side defile in the
Texas wall of the canyon, Jim Hatfield
spurred the sorrel down to the water'’s
edge and followed the river upstream
until he reached the bright green tule
growth.

Even at close range, the Lone Wolf
could see nothing of interest here; yet he
was positive this was the focal point of
Ramona’s telescope. Was this a stage
across which unknown actors had been
expected to move? The sun-baked mud
revealed many tracks leading to water,
but the story they told was a confusing
one, and weeks old.

Hatfield saw the marks of Texas cow-
boots leading horses down to the river’s
edge, the barefoot trail of full grown men,
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the hoofprints of horses and cattle, coyotes
and all manner of chaparral birds. But
as the drought season caused the river
level to receed, the sun had hardened the
mudbank to the hardness of firebrick,
over which a man or a horse could move
without leaving visible sign.

« Above and behind the tules was a low
shale bank topped by a ledge. Hatfield
stepped down from stirrups and climbed
up to that ledge, remembering that it was
inside the field of vision of Ramona’s
telescope, as well as the willow and cot--
tonwood bosque behind it.

A few minutes’ poking around netted
the Ranger no clues as to why anyone
should keep watch on this particular spot.
Suddenly the thought occurred to Hat-
field that he was wasting time and energy
out here in the river canyon. All he had
to do, after all, was locate Ramona Chest-
wick after he reached Escalera. Once
she knew who he was, she would allay
his curiosity about the telescope and tell
why she was so interested in this bed of
tules.

ROBABLY, he thought wrily, it will

turn out that she was just bird-
watching. But logic refuted such an in-
nocent explaination; two Mexicans had
attempted to murder the girl, and they
would hardly do that for anything as tri-
vial as bird watching. Unless the bird-
watcher’s telescope was spying on some-
thing else.

Hatfield was heading back along the rim
of the ledge above the tule bed when a
gaunt-necked buzzard suddenly rose from
a shadowy, mashed-out area in the center
of the tule growth and, giant wings
threshing the air to gain altitude, passed
close enough to the man to make the wind
of the passage felt.

The Ranger halted stockstill. Buzzards,
with their telescopic vision, had an un-
canny ability to locate carrion in hard-to-
see places. Nothing else but dead flesh
would lure a buzzard down into the
canyon, and especially into a bed of tules.
What dead thing had attracted the loath-
some bird of prey?

The tule bed, at this point, was perhaps
twenty feet wide. The flattened area,
making a shadowy hole in the hairbrush-
thick growth of green reeds, was too far’
from the edge of the bank for Hatfield
to look down. But whatever was down
there had attracted the buzzard—and so
recently that the bird had not had time to
gorge itself to a point where it could not
fly-

yThe hairs on Hatfield’s neck prickled.
Ordinarily he would not have risked ex-
ploring tules so close to the river’'s edge,
for fear of getting mired down in quick-
sand. But with everything so dry this
year, he decided to risk it. A moment
later he was lowering himself from the
brink of the ledge and dropping his own
height into armpit-deep tules.

Goldy, cropping grass a few feet away,
headed up as he heard the crash and clat-
ter of snapping tules as the big Ranger
worked his way toward the mysterious
hole in the center of the bed.

A moment later Hatfield again found
himself looking upon death in human
form.

A bearded white man lay face down in
the tules, a man clad in bushpopper
jumper, bib overalls, and Wellington
boots. He appeared to be in his early
fifties. A few feet from his head, caught
in broken tules, was a straw sombrero
made of sisal fibers, of a type common
along the border during the hot season;
there were artificial flies and fishhooks
caught in the band.

“This must have been what Ramona
was watching . . . maybe she saw this
hombre killed and flung into these—”

Hatfield broke off. In the act of rolling
the corpse over on its back, he saw the
cause of death: a thick-shafted arrow im-
bedded at an acute downward angle into
the man’s chest, where the neck joined
the torso.

And then, for the first time, Hatfield
noticed that the dead man's right hand
was clutching something—another arrow,
identical to the one which had caused his
death. This arrow was without a steel or
flint tip, but its feathered vanes were
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dipped in scarlet dye at the tips and the
cabalistic markings on the shaft were
identical on both arrows, reminding Hat-
field of Aztec designs he had seen on an-
cient calendar stones.

Hatfield placed the heel of his palm on
the dead man’s cheek. The body was still
warm; when he lifted a hand and let it
di'op the arm was pliable and limp as
string.

“Hasn’t been dead long enough for rigor
mortis to set in,” Hatfield murmured.

A TALL TEXAS TALE

SHAVE AND

)

butted Army .44 single-action revolver,
with no identifying initials on it

Very gently, Hatfield extricated the
Aztec-like arrow from the dead man’s
hand. The shaft had not been broken; the
arrowhead had apparantly been fitted to
the blunt end of the shaft with stout
thongs of threads of some type. The ab-
scence of bloodstains convinced Hatfield
that this man had not died in the act of
tugging one arrow out of his flesh.

Assuming the arrows were the same

A HAIR-CUT

\ TEXAIN was sitting at a bar with a huge yellow
€V dog, with big brown eyes, when another fellow
came in with a bull terrier.

“Bub,” said the newcomer, “you better lake that

big yellow dog of yours out.

like oilier dogs.”

My bull terrier doesn’t

The Texan said, “Aw, gee, my big yellow dog just likes to sit

here and drink beer quietly.”

So the fellow with the bull terrier said, “Go get him, boy!”
Tire bull terrier charged and the big yellow dog let out a little
roar, and ail of a sudden there was the hull terrier lying dead on

the barroom floor.

The fellow who owned the hull terrier gasped and said, “Where
in the world did you get that big yellow dog?”

The Texan said, “Oh, a friend of mine sent him to me from
Africa. And you should have seen the head of hair he had when

1first got him!”

“Probably within the hour, in fact.”

Again, as he had done in the case of the
Mexican back down the canyon, the Lone
Wolf began going through pockets seek-
ing some means of identification. He found
the usual miscellany a man carries in his
pockets—cigarette papers, Durham sack,
loose change in both Mexican and Ameri-
can coinage, nails, a .45 cartridge.

There was no wallet, no letter with a
name on it, no initials in the hatband. On
closer examination Hatfield found a Bowie
knife hidden in a sheath under the dead
man’s shirt. The holster on the single
cartridge belt carried an ordinary cedar-

— E. J. Ritter, Jr.

length, the Lone Wolf deduced that the
ambush arrow itself was penetrating the
upper lobe of the man’s left lung. Crimson
spume on the brown beard was further
proof of internal bleedings.

HATFIELD got to his feet, peering
around him. The dead man was
heavy-set, weighing in the neighborhood
of two hundred pounds; it was doubtful
if one man, or even two men, could have
killed him up on the ledge and hurled
his body this far out from the bank to
conceal it.

On the other hand, it was highly 1m-
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probable tnat any man would intention-
ally fight his way through a tangle of tules
to reach this spot; and if he had he would
hardly have been a target for a bow and
arrow expert, since the tules at this point
were higher than the dead man was tall.

“It all seems to tie in, everything that's
happened since | came in sight of the
river.” Hatfield told himself. He ticked
off items on his fingers, trying to find some
common pattern linking them together:
first he had located a girl down in the
canyon whom he was convinced was a
Border Patrolman’s daughter; she had
been under fire by two Mexicans, one of
whom was now dead, the other, a with-
ered crone, was still at large; the girl's
attention had been centered on this tule
bed a mile from her telescope—and his
own curiosity had led Hatfield to these
tules and a well-concealed dead man.
What was even more significant, the dead
man had probably been alive an hour ago.

Here, definitely, was a body he could
not allow to remain where it was. His
timely arrival had kept the buzzard from
mutilating the remains, but during the
lime it would take him to ride to Escalera
and summon the coroner, a whole flock
of scavenger birds might have asembled
here.

An attempt at getting the dead man
jackknifed across his shoulders convinced
Hatfield that he could never carry the
man out of the thicket. Dragging him
out at rope's end was the only possible
alternative.

Holding the Aztec arrow he had taken
from the dead man’'s hand, Jim Hatfield
squirmed his way toward the river side
of the tule bed, his boots miring in ankle-
deep muck. Recently-broken reeds told
him that the dead man had entered the
thicket by that route. But what had he
been searching for in such an unlikely
spot? Or had he been dead when he was
placed there?

Hatfield was grasping with exertion
when he broke into the open and whistled
Goldy to his side. Very carefully he
stowed the mysterious arrow under the
flap straps of a saddlebag, after which he

unbuckled his wet lariat from the pommel.
Dallying one end securely to the saddle
horn, Hatfield re-entered the tule bed and
made his way back to the corpse.

This time he made a more detailed ex-
amination of the area, in case the man had
dropped something. He found nothing.
Anything heavy, he realized, would be
imbedded in the black mud where the
tules had taken root, anyway.

The angle the arrow had struck the man
was curious, for it had probably been fired
at a steep downward angle, or else had
been shot vertically into the air and had
struck the man down at the end of its
flight.

After tying the lariat noose securely
around the dead man’s torso, Hatfield
returned to Goldy’s side, slashing a
narrow path through the tules to facilitate
dragging out his gruesome discovery.

So intent was the Ranger on his work
that he was not aware of the approaching
horsemen coming down from the road
until Goldy’s whicker of equine greeting
alerted him. Whirling about, his hand was
streaking to gunstock as he saw two riders
spur around the corner of the tules, almost
on top of him.

“Lift 'em, stranger.”

The command from the younger of the
two riders, a hard-bitten man of forty on
whose shirt front glinted a law badge. The
order was backed up by the yawning
black bore of a sawed off single-barrel
shotgun, .410 gauge, pointed straight at
Hatfield's chest.

The lawman’s companion was a dis-
tinguished-looking man of sixty-odd who
wore a funeral black coat and hard beaver
hat. He held a short-barreled Bisley .38
pistol in one hand, the reins in the other.

“Howdy, gents,” Jim Hatfield said
huskily, releasing his grip on his own Colt
butt and lifting his hands hatbrim high.
His glance swung to the man with the
shotgun. “If that star means you're a law
rider, I'm glad you showed up.”

The black-coated man accepted the
reins which the other tossed him. As the
shotgun toter started to dismount his
older companion said, “This here is Nate
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Willowby, sheriff of the county.” Then
turning to the Sheriff, he said, “l think
you've nabbed the hombre Ramona was
trying to describe, Nate.”

SHERIFF Nate Willowby, leaving his
partner to keep Hatfield covered,
came sliding around his horse, having
deposited his .410 Greener in a saddle
scabbard. From a hip pocket the star-
toter fished a pair of glittering nickel-
plated handcuffs. He was wearing bull-
hide chaps and a beaded Indian-made
calfhide vest.

“Believe you're, right, Mayor,” Wil-
lowby clipped, reaching out gingerly to
spluck one of Hatfield's Peacemakers from
leather and thrust it under the waistband

of his chaps. When the second six-gun
.was removed, Willowby said gruffly,
“lower your hands, wrists together.

You're under arrest, stranger.”

Hatfield's heart was hammering his ribs.
He .was remembering his orders: reveal
your Ranger identity only to Border
Patrol Inspector Bob Chestwick.

As the sheriff notched his steel fetters
over Hatfield's wrists, the Lone Wolf's
attention swung to the silver-haired man
sitting his saddle alongside them.

“You wouldn't be Inspector Chestwick,
would you?” he asked hopefully.

The man shook his head. “The name’s
Sean Detwiler. 1 have the honor to be
the mayor of the town of Escalera and
one of Bob Chestwick’s closest friends.
Who might you be?”

Hatfield licked his lips, his glance shut-
tling from Detwiler to the sheriff. The
latter was running his gaze over Goldy,
scowling curiously at the soaking-wet
lariat which slanted from the sorrel’s
saddle horn into the broken lane through
the tules.

“l asked you,” Mayor Detwiler said,
his voice rising sharply, “who you were?
Boh Chestwick’s girl claims you tried to
bushwack her.”

Hatfield noted that both Detwiler’s blue
roan and the sheriff's pinto saddler were
dripping lather and breathing hard. They
could not possibly have climbed the grade

and got to this point, Hatfield knew, if
they had come all the way from the town
at the foot of the Devil's Stairway.

“I'm sorry,” Hatfield said carefully, “but
I'm not at liberty to say who | am. Not
until I've talked to Inspector Chestwick.”

The sheriff's red-rimmed eyes narrowed
thoughtfully.

“You a friend of Chestwick’s?”

Hatfield shook his head. “l've never
met the man. | have a message for him
from a friend.” ,

Sheriff and Mayor exchanged glances.
Then Nate Willowby extended a palm.
“Let’'s see the message,” he demanded
curtly.

“It was a verbal message, for Mr.
Chestwick only. He's in Escalera, isn't
he?”

Ignoring the question, the sheriff asked,
“Are you a Border Patrolman in range
duds, maybe?”

Again Hatfield shook his head. “I'm not
one of Chestwick’s patrol riders, no.”

Saddle leather creaked as Mayor Det-
wiler shifted his corpulent bulk. “Stop
asking stupid questions, sheriff!” the town
official snapped. “If this man was a border
patrolman -working incognito, he wouldn’t
have opened fire on Ramona.” ,

Willowby purpled, but nodded in agree-
ment. “All right, stranger—how come you
were taking pot shots at that young lady?
And don’t try to lie out of it. The Mayor
and I met her riding hell for leather down
the Stairway Grade not twenty minutes
ago, maybe half an hour. She described
you to a T, said you were trying to bush-
wack her.”

Very patiently, Hatfield said, “She
didn't tell you | fished her out of the
river?”

The mayor said quietly, “Ramona was
almost hysterical. Sheriff, what are we
waiting for? This man- can be lodged in
the town jiizgado and Ramona ean iden-
tify him positively.”

Willowby nodded, snapping himself out
of the dark run of his thoughts. “Yeah,
yeah, Mayor,” the sheriff said.

It was obvious to Jim Hatfield that Sean
Detwiler was a bigger authority around
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the river town than the county sheriff
was. The sheriff then asked, “But first,
what's the rope on your saddle horn,
stranger? What're you dabbing your loop
on, back in them tules?”

Hatfield stared down at his handcuffed
wrists. It was suddenly dawning on him
that he was in considerable trouble at the
moment. Accused of trying to ambush
Ramona Chestwick, he knew he stood to
be lodged in jail temporarily, until Ra-
mona’s father could arrange his release.
But the bombshell he had to divulge right
now would put him in an even worse light.

“The other end of that rope,” Hatfield
said quietly, “is tied around a dead man.”

Mayor Detwiler jerked erect in sad-
dle, the color bleaching from his florid
cheeks at the news. Sheriff Willowby’s
eyes bulged from their sockets as he
followed the lariat's drooping line back
into the trampled corridor through the
reed thicket.

“A dead man!”
“Who?”

Hatfield shrugged. “Since I'm a stran-
ger in these parts, | couldn’'t say. Haul
him out and see.”

Willoughby started to reach for Goldy’s
bitstring, only to draw back in alarm as
the horse bared its teeth and reared back,
snorting its warning.

“’Sta bueno, you finish the job you
were doing when Detwiler and | caught
you red-handed!” snarled the sheriff,
drawing a six-gun. “Hustle it up. Haul
out that dead one.”

A moment later Hatfield was leading
Goldy away from the fringe of the tule
thicket, toward the river. The sheriff
and Mayor Detwiler were staring at the
other end of the rope which slanted down
into the tules, listening to the grisly
crackling of reeds as the corpse was
pulled into view.

Mayor Detwiler turned a ghastly shade
of yellow, swaying in saddle as he stared
down at the dead man’s face, at the am-
bush arrow jutting from the base of the
neck.

“Oh—it can't be!” groaned Sam Det-
wiler, turning away with a gagged oath.

Willoughby echoed.

TEXAS RANGERS

“No, no, no—"

At a gesture from the sheriff, Hatfield
halted Goldy. Six-gun palmed, Nate Wil-
lowby stalked over to hunker down by the
dead man, studying the face thoughtful-
ly. '
yThen, very slowly, he turned his drill-
straight stare on Jim Hatfield.

“Getting back to what you told me—
you say you have a message to deliver
to Inspector Chestwick?” Willowby
asked. :

“Yes.” .

“Well,” the sheriff said, “you must have
killed him after you delivered it, then.
This dead man is Bob Chestwick, chief

of the Presidio Division, United States .

Border Patrol. Or didn’t you know that?”

CHAPTER V

Ramona’s Verdict

A SICK stabbing pain knifed through
the Lone Wolf Ranger. His numbed
senses refused to accept Sheriff Willow-
by’s words as true. But they made sense.
It made sense that Ramona Chestwick
could have been watching her father
through the telescope. But had she seen
him cut down by the mysterious arrow?

“Well,” snai'led Detwiler, his voice
shaky as he dismounted. “Answer the
sheriff. Did you know it was Chestwick?”

When he finally spoke, Hatfield's voice
sounded guilty in his own ears: “I didn't
kill Chestwick. 1 only discovered his
body.”

The sheriff grinned without mirth. “You
killed him, just like you tried to kill his
daughter, Ramona. At first you hid his
carcass in them tules, and then you de-
cided to snake him out of there and drag
him into the river and weight him down
with rocks. That's what you were doing
when Mayor Detwiler and | rode up and
caught you.”

Hatfield opened his mouth to reply,
then closed it. With Bob Chestwick dead,
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he had no one to turn to. The name of
Selwin  Ogden, the multi-millionaire,
crossed his mind; Ogden was in Escalera
and he had some connection with what-
ever case Border Patrolman Chestwick
had been working on when he was mur-
dered by the ambush arrow.

But, Hatfield found himself thinking,
what if Selwin Ogden was not a friend
and confederate of Chestwick’s, but a
criminal Chestwick intended to expose,
perhaps as an international smuggler?

“I'll tell my story,” Hatfield said final-
ly, “in due time. «You've made up your
mind | killed Bob Chestwick. This isn't
just the time nor the place to argue about
it Go ahead and take me to your jail.”

Mayor Detwiler, white-faced and
shaking was very careful to avoid looking
at the corpse of the Border Patrolman.
He stumbled over to stand beside the
sheriff. Then Detwiler lifted a shaking
hand to point toward Goldy.

“L-Look, sheriff. If this stranger says
we need proof that he fired that arrow
at Bob—he’s carrying a spare!”

The sheriff's brows shot up with ex-
citement as he strode past Hatfield and
snatched the Indian arrow from the spot
where Hatfield, a few moments before,
had threaded it carefully through the sup-
porting straps of one of the alforja hags.

“It's a dead ringer for the one sticking
out of Bob's brisket, all right!” agreed the
lawman, inspecting the curious weapon
carefully. “Looks to be Mexican, Yaqui
maybe, but not Kiowa or Comanche,
wouldn’t you say, Mayor?”

Detwiler gestured toward Hatfield.
“Ask your prisoner. Ask him where he
stashed the bow, while you're at it. And
why there isn't a head on the shaft.
Makes you wonder if they were detach-
able heads you could fill with poison, the
way the Injuns do in South America.”

The sheriff turned to Hatfield, gestur-
ing toward the arrow.

“All right, bucko-—how about it?”

Hatfield shrugged. What was the use
in claiming he had taken that headless
arrow from Bob Chestwick’s dead hand?

“Let’'s load Chestwick across my sad-

dle,” Hatfield suggested, “and get started
for town.” He added, remembering the
Mexican he had covered with the tarp:
“On our way down-canyon, there’s an-
other corpse to pick up also, gentlemen.
This one has my ,45 slug in his shoulder
—not an arrow.”

T FELT cooler in the jail cell after sun-
down had poured its purple and
indigo shadows into the river.

The sheriff had forced Hatfield to walk
all the way into town, leading Goldy.
Bob Chestwick’s corpse, shrouded in one
of Hatfield's soogans to prevent the Bor-
der Patrolman being recognized when
they were working their way down Es-
calera’'s narrow, terraced streets, was
jacknifed across the saddle.

Willowby had grudgingly given up his
own mount so that it could carry the
body of the Mexican pelado. Hatfield had
been disappointed when neither Willow-
by nor the mayor had been able to iden-
tify the Mexican who had been in the act
of bushwhacking Ramona Chestwick. He
was not a local hoodlum, then.

They had left the two dead men off at
the county coroner’'s morgue, following
which Hatfield, still unwilling to make
his identity known, was booked in Wil-
lowby’s jail as Joe‘Doe, on a charge of
suspicion of homicide.

The jail cell had a single barred win-
dow which overlooked most of the town
of Escalera, the Rio Grande, and the
Mexican village of Villa Diablo on the far
side.

By standing on the cot which was the
sole item of furniture in the six-by-six
cage, Hatfield could thus get a view of
the settlement which marked the end of
navigation on the Rio Grande. The drab-
ness of the town, the Texas settlement as
poverty-blighted as its counterpart on the
Mexican bank, pointed up the incongruity
of an international playboy like million-
aire Selwin Ogden paying the town a vis-
it.

Something very important must have
lured Ogden to Escalera. Something im-
portant enough to have impelled Bob
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Chestwick of the Border Patrol to enlist
the aid of the Lone Wolf Ranger.

The Devil’'s Stairway made a spectac-
ular sight, slanting down through the
cliff-bordered slot of the canyon to end
at the edge of town. Across the roiling
brown waters at the foot of the last falls,
where riverboats were tied up on both
sides of the river, the lights of Villa Di-
ablo were beginning to show. A suspen-
sion bridge, barely wide enough to pass
an ox cart, extended from the Texas to
the Mexican side, acrawl with pedestri-
ans.

Since this was an official Port of Entry,
the governments of the United States and
the republic of Mexico maintained Cus-
toms and Immigration offices at their re-
spective ends of the bridge.

The smokes of many supper fire's lifted
in blue-white layers above the tile and
brea roofs of the twin towns, clouds
which joined the roiling, sucking vapor
at the foot of the rapids.

The Escalera jail was solidly construct-
ed of rock and was perched on the upper
slope of the town. After the interroga-
tion which went with his booking, Hat-
field had been locked up, the handcuffs
removed, and then Willowbv had left
with a mumbled comment about getting
Ramona’s story about this business.

This, Hatfield was thinking moodily,
'was the hour when he should have been
having his rendezvous with Border Pa-
trolman Chestwick and millionaire Sel-
win Ogden. But Chestwick, murdered
under mysterious circumstances, was on
an embalmer’s table at the county morgue
and Ogden was still nothing but a name.

Thus far he had not had an opportunity
to dispatch a coded telegraph message to
Roaring Bill McDowell in Austin, to ac-
guaint his headquarters with the fact of
Chestwick’s death and to request per-
mission to identify himself.

Political intrigues were complex and
dangerous on the Texas border. For all
Hatfield knew, Sheriff Willowby might
be working in collusion with contraban-
distas across the river. If he knew his
prisoner was a Texas Ranger, sent here

at the request of a Border Patrolman who
only this day had been murdered, Hat-
field might wind up with a bullet in his
back, if Willowby was crooked. Prisoners
were frequently shot down while “at-
tempting to escape.”

Nate Willowby wasn't too competent
as a peace officer. He had searched Hat-
field upon jailing him, but had failed to
discover the silver star in a silver circle,
engraved simply TEXAS RANGER,
which he kept concealed in a secret com-
partment in the lining of one of his cow-
boots, whenever he was working under-
cover.

On the narrow street below his cell
window, a motley crowd was beginning
to collect—cowhands and gamblers, fan-
cy women from the town’s honkytonks
and deadfalls, storekeepers and barten-
ders, a sprinkling of Mexicans and In-
dians.

The throng was not' merely a curious
one; its glowering silence and the grim
set of its collective faces was enough to
put a chill down the Lone Wolf's spine.
All those glittering eyes were focussed
on his jail cell. That crowd had the look
of a lynch mob in the making. Bob
Chestwick was a popular figure along the
Rio Grande, with both Texans and Mex-
icans alike. Lynching would be too good
for the cabrone who had driven an am-
bush arrow into the Border Patrolman’s
heart today.

ATFIELD turned away from his
barred window, realizing the dan-
ger if he were seen from the street be-
low; he could be shot down by some
over-zealous friend of Chestwick’s. The
crowd was small now. It would get big-
ger, as the news of Chestwick’s Killing
spread. And with the coming of dark, if
the mob had a leader, it would move on
Willowby’s calaboose. He wondered if
Willowby was the type of sheriff who
would defend an accused prisoner from
the wrath of a hanging-bee throng.
Having had to walk themthree miles
from the tules where Chestwick’'s body
had been found, Hatfield's feet were tor-
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turing him. His request for a howl of
hot water and a bottle of liniment had,
so far, gone unaswered. Nor had any
jailer appeared with a supper tray.

The sudden grating of a key in the lock
of the bullpen door upstairs, followed by
a clumping of footsteps on the narrow
steps leading down to the cellblock, made
Hatfield start. He saw the sheriff's chap-
clad legs appear in the stairwell, followed
by a woman’s slim, tapering ankles and
a rustling print skirt of gay-colored ging-
ham. A waitress from a nearby hash
house, probably, bringing the prisoner
his last meal before the lynch mob out
there broke in.

But it was not a waitress; it was Ra-
mona Chestwick. She had changed to
the formfitting housedress which gave
her a slim silhouette. Her glossy red-
gold hair was burnished and glowing,
even in the subdued light of sundown
which filtered into the cellblock.

Ramona’s eyes were swollen from
weeping, but were dry now. There was
a rigid set to her lips, a frozen fixture
of a bereaved woman with no more tears
left to shed, as she followed the thick-
necked Texas sheriff over to the locked
door of Hatfield's cell. Her arm wound.
Hatfield noticed, wore a neat new band-
age- :
“The young lady has asked to see you,,
stranger,” Willowby said gruffly. “She’s
changed her story about you wanting to
kill her, says you saved her life at the
top of the Stairway rapids.”

Hatfield came to his feet, a vast load
off his mind. The mob on the street be-
low the jailhouse was beginning to make
ugly sounds now, reminding him of a
wolfpack baying a long way off. A hard-
flung rock clattered off the stone wall of
the cell and rattled off down the masonry
slope to the street.

“I'd like a couple minutes to talk
alone with Miss Chestwick, sheriff, if
you don’'t mind.”

The girl regarded him dully through
the bars.

“l came down here to ask you—why?
Why did you kill my father?”

Hatfield said with a calm which belied
his inner desperation, “If the sheriff will
step out for a few moments, | can explain
a lot of things, Ramona.”

“How did you know my name? You
called me by name right after you fished
me out of the river.”

“That is one of the things | can explain
—how | happened to know your name.
But | will not talk in Willowby's pres-
ence.”

The girl turned to the sheriff Willow-
by shrugged.

“0O.K.,” he said grudgingly. “Just
make sure you don't get within arm’s
reach of his cell, Ramona. I'll give you
two minutes, no more.”

The lawman left the cellblock and
trudged upstairs to his office. Ramona
Chestwick said dully, “All right, he'’s

gone. What can you say to me that you
couldn’t have said around Nate?”

Hatfield’s knuckles whitened as he
gripped the jail bars.

“You asked me how | happened to
know your name,” he said, and went on
to describe his discovery of the Mexican
ambusher drawing a bead on her back
from the rimrock, his shooting the Mex-
ican in self defense and, later, his encoun-
ter with the withered Mexican crone of
the zebra-striped serape, following his
rescue of the girl.

“Which brings us,” Ramona said when
he had finished, “to your riding up-can-
yon to v/here my father was—was hiding
in line of duty. Shooting him with an
Aztec arrow, to make it appear to have
some connection with that Montezuma
ruby nonsense—"

Her reference to the prehistoric Aztec
emperor made no sense to him. Hatfield
decided the moment had come to play his
ace. “l did not murder your father, Ra-
mona. | am a Texas Ranger. Your fath-
er sent for me to help him.”

The girl's head jerked up. The indif-
ference left her face as she saw the hand-
some young rider reach down to pick
up one of the cowboots he had removed
to relieve his aching feet, and from the
lining thereof remove a circle-enclosed
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silver star—the most honored emblem
in the Lone Star State, a Ranger badge.

“You—your name—would you be—"

Hatfield cut in quickly: “Let me tell
you, Ramona, before you give me any
due. My name is Jim Hatfield.”

The words seemed to stun Ramona.
Tears glistened in her eyes and she came
toward him, hesitatingly. Then, as if
suddenly realizing he might be tricking
her with a dead man’s Ranger badge, she
Stepped back, out of range of his hands.

“l—must have one more proof of your
identity,” she whispered tautly. “If—
you can tell me the name of one other
person—working on the case—"

Hatfield scowled. “My telegraphic or-
ders from Captain McDowell prohibited
pie from revealing my identity to anyone
but your father, Ramona. But when |
discovered that the dead man | found in
those tules was Bob Chestwick—"

OMETHING in the girl's face, in the
bitter fixture of her bloodless lips,
caused him to break off.

“You're not Jim Hatfield, then,” she
whispered. “l saw a copy of the telegram
Captain McDowell sent Hatfield. It did
mention another name.”

Relief flooded through the Lone Wolf
in sweet waves.

“Oh, now | remember.
the millionaire. He leaves Escalera to-
morrow for an extended trip abroad.
That's why | had a deadline to meet, Ra-
mona—your father wanted me here be-
fore Ogden left. That's why | was up-
canyon, coming out of the brasada short
cut, when | saw you about to be am-
bushed by—”

“Time’s up,” Willouwby said curtly.
“l want you out of here, Ramona, before
that mob starts getting ugly. They want
this stranger’s scalp and if | wasn’t such
a fool for sticking by my duty, I'd let 'em
take him out and string him up for Killing
your Dad.”

A flashing smile crossed Ramona’s face,
a smile which, under the circumstances,
the sheriff could not fathom.

“He didn't kill Daddy, Nate.

Selwin Ogden,

This is

Jim Hatfield.”

Willowby halted in his tracks, his jaw
sagging. -

“The Ranger Bob was expecting to
show up tonight? | don't—"

Ramona nodded.

“The same. He’s convinced me beyond
doubt, Nate. He knows about Selwin
Ogden. And Jim Hatfield is the type of
man who would risk his own life to save
me as he did up the river this afternoon.”

Nate Willowby waggled his head slow-
ly from side to side, his manner relenting
but his eyes still coldly skeptical.

“We—got to be damned sure he is the
Lone Wolf, Ramona.” Waillowby said.
“And | know how we can find out, too.
Wait and see.”

Willowby crossed over to stand facing
his prisoner through the bars. His face
was still as rigidly hostile as ever.

“If you're Hatfield, you'll have the an-
swer to this question that Captain Mc-
Dowell sent us by coded wire from Aus-
tin last week, stranger,” Willowby said.
“Seeing as how Bob Chestwick didn't
know you by sight, and seeing as how
Rangers don’t go around advertising who
they are when they're working on an
undercover case, Ranger Headquarters ar-
ranged for a secret way of finding out for
sure you're Jim Hatfield and not an im-
poster. Any idea what I'm talking
about?”

AMONA was tense and anxious as
she waited for the prisoner to speak.
“Such passwords work both ways—for
my protection as well as yours, sheriff,”
Hatfield said. “You are going to ask me
to describe the paper weight | gave Cap-
tain McDowell for Christmas two years
ago, the one he keeps on his desk in
Austin.” .
Nate Willowby’'s eyes lighted up. He
reached for the ring of keys hanging
from his belt.
“You're half way out of jail right now,
son. Keep talking.”
Hatfield sat down on the cell cot and
stai'ted pulling on his boots. “The paper
weight is a map of Texas about six inches
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square, made of lead from musketballs
picked up from the Jacinto battlefield.”
Willowby unlocked the cell door. Be-
fore he could enter, Ramona Chestwick
slipped past him, threw her arms around
the big Ranger’s neck and kissed him.
“That,” she said, “is for saving my life
today. | wasn't in my right mind when
I ran away. But | know what I'm doing
now.”
Hatfield was taken aback by the lovely
girl’s kiss, but went back to business.
“You might tell me,” Hatfield said,
“what happened up there above the Dev-
il's Stairway this afternoon. My curios-

ity has been gnawing at me worse than—"

“Worse than the hunger that’'s gnawing
at your stomach, eh?” interrupted the
sheriff. “You're eating upstairs in my of-
fice, Hatfield—if you can be patient, an-
other ten, fifteen minutes.”

The Ranger gestured toward the cell
window, through which could be heard
the low, but swelling voices of the gath-
ering mob.

“You'd better take Miss Chestwick with
you, get her out of this building,” he said
gravely. “That crowd has the smell of a
hanging bee about it.”

Sheriff Nate Willowby shrugged.
“They’ll break up when 1 tell them who
you are.”

“But | can't allow that!” Hatfield said

sharply, “l mean | came down here on
an undercover case. Bob Chestwick didn’t
want the town to know | was a Ranger.”

“Then,” Willowby said, “I'll merely
tell them evidence has come to light to
prove you didn't ambush Chestwick. In
the meantime, Ramon'S—while I'm ar-
ranging Hatfield's supper and telling that
lynch mob to cool off, how about you
bringing Selwin Ogden over to the jail
office?”

They were heading up the stairs out
of the cell block now, the girl's arm
linked through Hatfield's. It gave him
a warm feeling, knowing she "had accept-

ed him as the Ranger her father had sent
for to assist him on a case.

“Jim doesn’t understand,” Ramona
said, “that Mr. Ogden is working incog-
nito also, he's hiding out at our house.
He's got important engagements .across
the Atlantic, Jim—which is why you have
to see him tonight or not at all. Selwin
Ogden has to leave later tonight, as se-
cretly as he came.”

They followed Willowby into the sher-
iff's office. The lawman went straight-
away to his wall safe, opened it, and re-
moved Jim Hatfield's matched six-guns
and twin cartridge belts, which he had
stored there a few hours previously.

“We'll be back shortly,” the sheriff re-
assured Hatfield, “with Mr. Ogden, and



34 TEXAS RANGERS

with your supper.”

The Lone Wolf grinned bleakly. “I
don’t know which,” he said, “I'm looking
foi'ward to the most.”

CHAPTER VI

Millionaire’'s Secret

TFIELD was finished with the beef-

steak supper Willowby brought him
from a nearby restaurant before Ramona
Chestwick returned with the tall, rangy
gentleman who was probably the most
fabulous figure the Texas financial world
had ever known.

“Selwin Ogden,” the girl said, “allow
me to introduce Jim Hatfield, the Texas
Ranger Daddy sent for. Jim, | know
you've heard too much of Mr. Ogden for
me to tell you how important he is.”

Over a handshake, the two oddly-sim-
ilar men, physically speaking, appraised
each other as equal to equal. In Jim
Hatfield, Ogden was seeing a lawman
whose name was already a legend to
him. In Selwin Ogden. Hatfield was hav-
ing his mental picture of typical million-
aires changed very drastically.

He had visualized Ogden as a silk-
hatted, pot-bellied man with diamonds
flashing from his cravat and finger rings,
smoking two-dollar cigars, his face bloat-
ed with good living. Instead, Ogden
turned out to be a rugged athletic type,
not quite as weather-browned as Hatfield,
but as whip-lean and well conditioned,
showing no signs of playboy dissipation.

“l want to apologize for having acted
so mysteriously since my arrival in Es-
calera,” Ogden said when the formali-
ties had been dispensed with and the four
of them were seated comfortably around
the sheriff's desk. “And your father's un-
timely death in line of duty today, Ra-
mona, distresses me far more than | can
express to you."

Hatfield saw a sad expression cross Ra-
mona’s eyes. He saw something else

which the sheriff, probably, did not no-
tice at all: the way Ramona Chestwick
had maneuvered her chair close to Sel-
win Ogden’s the way her eyes clung to-
the young multi-millionaire’s clean-
chiseled face.

“Whatever your secret reason for com-
ing here, Mr. Ogden—and Dad never re-
vealed that secret, even to me—I'm sure
you and Ranger Hatfield can carry on for
Dad,” Ramona said huskily. “If—if the
two of you would rather be alone—"

Ogden shook his head. “Not at all.
Mr. Willowby, as the sheriff of this coun-
ty, enjoyed Inspector Chestwick’s full con-
fidence. The only reason | did not explain
why | was visiting Escalera incognito,
Sheriff Willowby, was because my com-
ing has an international significance, shall
we say. A case for the federal border au-
thorities, rather than a local lawman.”

Willowby, touching a match to a che-
root, spoke through the clouding tobacco
smoke: “If I was going to get jealous, Mr.
Ogden, it'd be about Bob Chestwick want-
ing a Texas Ranger called in to help him,
instead of me.”

Jim Hatfield could restrain himself no
longer. “l understand vour time is pretty
limited, sir,” he addressed the million-
aire. “It so happens that I'm completely
in the dark about this case. My own head-
qguarters told me to report to Inspector
Chestwick not later than tonight, and
that the case was a ‘million-dollar’ one,
as he phrased it. And that you would
give us the details.”

“l can only tell you what | reported
to Ramona’s father, as chief of the Border
Patrol for this segment of the border,”
Ogden said. “Before | begin, however,
perhaps the sheriff will be good enough
to bring me the package | deposited in his
safe when | arrived here.”

While Willowby was fumbling with the
combination of his vault, Hatfield said to
Ramona, “Would you mind explaining
what you were doing with that telescope
this afternoon, Ramona? It was trained
on that bed of tules up-river, | found out,
and that was why | happened to stumble
across your father’'s body,”
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Ramona swallowed hard. “l—was spy-
ing on Dad,” she confessed. “From a
distance, because | knew that Dad had
been hiding out in the chaparral above
that bed of tules for the past several
nights, waiting for something to happen,
or somebody to show up. | was deter-
mined to find out what was going on.”

Hatfield said, “Your father didn't tell
you what he expected to see happen at
that point on the river?”

“No. But I'm pretty sure he was ex-
pecting smugglers to show up there, Not
from the Mexican side of the river—the
current is too swift there for a swimmer
or a boat to get across.” She shuddered,
remembering her own desperate experi-
ence in the Rio Grande’s clutches. “But
I—I was scared. | was afraid Dad might
be attacked, or something. So | hid my-
self in the rocks early this morning, with
Dad’s telescope. Just in case anything
happened, | thought maybe I could help.”

Jim Hatfield leaned forward, tense with
interest. “Did you know vour father was
in those tules?”

“Yes. A few minutes before the shoot-
ing started from those ambushers, | saw
Dad merge from the chaparral and bur-
row his way into the tules where you
found him.”

Hatfield’s thoughts raced on ahead of
the girl's narrative. It was while his own
shootout with the Mexican drygulchers
was taking place, perhaps, that Border
Patrolman Bob Chestwick had been cut
down by an Aztec arrow in the heart of
that tule bed.

“Do you have any idea who was get-
ting set to ambush you when | showed
up from the rimrock brasada, Ramona?”

The girl shook her head. “l—went
over to the coroner’s morgue with Sher-
iff Willowby and Mayor Detwiler and
had a look at—the Mexican you shot off
the cliff. I'd never laid eyes on him be-
fore. 1 don't know how he knew my
name.”

“And the old crone with the zebra-
striped serape that | told Willowby and
the mayor about, coming in with your
father’s body, do you know her?”

Again the girl shook her head nega-
tively. “She could have been any one
of a score of old Mexican women on this
side of the river, or one of a hundred Chi-
huahua crones over on the Villa Diablo
side of the bridge.”

HE sheriff rejoined their circle now,
handing Selwin Ogden a small paste-
board box. All three of them pulled their
chairs in closer as the millionaire opened
the box to reveal a purple velvet cube an
inch square, which hinged in the center
to reveal a white satin lining. Nested
in the satin cushion of the box was a
vivid red globe a half-inch in diameter.
“This gem,” Selwin Ogden said, lifting
the red globe so that the pale rays of the
ceiling lamp splintered dazzingly from
it, “is one of the most precious stones in
the world. A ruby without flaw, even
more valuable than a blue-white diamond.
Not only for its intrinsic market value—
this could be cut up into brilliants which
would sell for over $250,000 on the cur-
rent market—but because of the fact that
this is one of eight rubies set in a fabu-
lous necklace worn by Montezuma, king
of the Aztects, when Cortez and his Span-
ish legions conquered Mexico in 1520.”

Returning the ruby to its box, Ogden
handed it to Jim Hatfield, who, after gin-
gerly inspecting the priceless bauble,
passed it along to Ramona for her ex-
amination. '

“In order to understand my reason for
bringing this fantastic jewel to Escalera,”
Selwin Ogden continued, “I should per-
haps sketch its history for you, or the
legends surrounding it.

“As you know, King Montezuma was
taken captive by Cortez while the Aztec
warriors were laying siege to the Span-
iards’ headquarters in Tenochtitlan. Cor-
tez had pretty well looted Mexico, but he
dared not touch the most fabulous per-
sonal treasure of them all—the magnifi-
cent ruby nceklace, set in gold, copper
and silver, which the king wore as a
mark of divinity. The rubies were sup-
posed to be solidified drops of blood from
the veins of the Aztecan god known as
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the Feathered Serpent, and any infidel
who attempted to steal them would be
under a curse.

“Cortez,” Selwin Ogden explained,
“forced King Montezuma to stand on the
palace wall and exhort the Aztec mob to
surrender to the bearded invaders. A
flurry of stones struck down Montezuma
arid killed him. According to the legend
which still persists in Mexico to this day,
an Aztec soi'ceress, by”the name of Oza-
ra, stepped out of a thundercloud, re-
moved the necklace from the dead Mon-
tezuma’s neck, plucked the eight ruby
globes from their settings, and hurled the
necklace at Cortez's feet as a gift for him
to take back to the King of Spain,
Charles V. But not until the rubies were
returned to the necklace, Ozara declared,
would Mexico be free of Spanish tyran-
ny—or Cortez free of an Aztec curse.
Whereupon Ozara returned to her thun-
dercloud and with a flash of lightning,
vanished.”

There was an utter silence following
Ogden’s narrative, the silence small chil-
dren, in their utter faith, would accord
the skillful teller of a fairy tale.

Finally Ramona asked, “What did Cor-
tez do with the necklace?”

Ogden smiled ruefully. “Legend—
mark you, | do not say history, which is
different than legend—has it that Cortez
presented the Montezuma necklace to the
King of Spain, along with other loot. The
necklace, fitted out with artificial rubies,
reposed in a nobleman’s palace near Ma-
drid until two years ago, when | pur-
chased it—glass rubies and all—for $50,-

000. It is now in my private museum in
Austin.”
Jipi Hatfield had been silent during

Ogden’s recital. He knew this wealthy
man had jewel collecting as a hobby, and
was considered an absolute authority on
geiris and antiques in general.

“This ruby is one of the imitations from
Montezuma'’s necklace?” he asked.

Sheriff Willowby commented softly
from the background, “You heard Ogden
say it was worth a quarter million.”

Ogden held the ruby up between

thumb and forefinger, as gently as a sci-
entist might hold a butterfly by the wing.

“This stone,” he said, “is genuine. In
all the world there has never been one
like it. A perfect sphere, cutting a ruby
into such shape is a lost art, an art sup-
posedly known only to the Aztecs. Ru-
bies are cut along lines of cleavage, like
diamonds—and not carved into perfect

globes.”
Ogden looked up, his eyes sweeping his
rapt audience. \%

“l am convinced beyond all doubt,” he
said, “that this is one of the original
Snake Blood stones from the necklace
which that Aztecan sorceress removed
from the dead body of Emperor Montezu-
ma over three and a half centuries ago.”

A vague disappointment stirred the
Lone Wolf Ranger. Was this the “million
dollar, case” the Border Patrgl-"Wwas
working on—a case based on a jewel out
of a fairy story?”

Sheriff Willowby voiced what Hatfield
was too courteous to put into words:
“Ogden, ,you aren’t sitting there and try-
ing to tell us that ruby come from a witch
who vanished in a thunderbolt, are you?”

TIHE MILLIONAIRE jewel collector
shrugged. From an inner pocket of
his coat he removed an expensive seal-
skin wallet, from which he took a small
sheet of folded paper.

“l know that this ruby was mailed by
ordinary parcel post from right here in
Escalera one month ago,” Ogden said, “to
my office in Houston. | have had it ap-
praised by experts. They agree it is a
real ruby, worth hundreds of thousands.
As for the ruby having been Montezuma's
—aquien sabe? The important thing is, if
it is a Mexican ruby, it was smuggled
into this country without payment of
duty. That is why | got in touch with
the Border Patrol as soon as. | read this
note which accompanied the ruby. That
is why Inspector Chestwick requested
me to come to Escalera, because, he in-
formed me, he had been working for
months investigating a jewel-smuggling
ring operating along the Rio Grande. This
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letter, Mr. Hatfield, has been seen only
by myself and Ramona’s father.”
Hatfield took the letter from the mil-
lionaire’s hand and read it aloud for the
benefit of Ramona and the sheriff:

Selwin Ogden, President,

Ogden Enterprises Inc.,

Houston, Texas.

Senor Ogden:

As one of the world’'s leading collectors
of precious stones, | do not have to tell you
this ruby is genuine. What will be of more
interest to an antique collector like your-
self is that it is one of the eight long-lost
Snake Blood Rubies from the necklace of
Montezuma.

If you desire to obtain the remaining seven
rubies to replace in the necklace you
bought in Spain recently, pay a visit to Villa
Diablo province of Chihuahua, Mexico, be-
tween sunset and moonrise on the night of’
July 14

Ozara the Ageless One will make herself
known to you, Senor. When the Snake
Blood Rubies are restored to their rightful
setting in the Montezuma necklace, the an-
cient Aztec curse will be lifted forever.

Ozara

The letter was writen in English, in pre-
cise Spencerian script. But the signature
was that of a legendary Aztecan sorcer-
ess who had practiced her black magic in
1500 A.D.!

“Between sunset and moonrise tonight,”
Hatfield mused. “So that's why Bob
Chestwick gave me such an urgent dead-
line—he expected to follow up this melo-
dramatic lead.”

“That is correct,” Ogden said.
you assisting him.”

“Do you put any stock in this letter,
Ogden? | mean, do you think the other
Snake Blood Rubies exist?”

Ogden said ruefully, “I'd bankrupt my-
self to find out. That's how important
those gems are, Hatfield.”

Hatfield strolled over to the window,
lost in thought. Then he turned on Ogden
and said, “Some human being—no female
ghost—wrote that note. And since it was
accompanied by a genuine ruby worth
a king's ransom, it obviously can't be
brushed off as somebody’s practical joke.
So, Mr. Ogden, what is your next move?
Are you going across the river tonight
and wait for an Aztec witch to contact
you with seven more rubies?”

“With

“Do | look like a fool?” Ogden re-
torted. “Of course I'm not crossing the
river. Don’t you recognize that ruby for
what it actually is?”

Hatfield said bleakly, “Of course | do.
It is the bait for the most daring kidnap-
for-ransom plot Texas will ever see. If
you tried to locate this Ozara you'd never
get back to Texas alive.”

CHAPTER VII

Murder inthe Morgue

AMONA paled, her face going

chalky white. She clutched Ogden’s
arm and whispered in a frightened tone,
“Then don't go, Selwin! I—I couldn’t en-
dure it if anything happened to you.”

Hatfield saw the millionaire drop a
hand onto Ramona’s. Something akin to
jealousy stirred within him, an unreas-
onable anger which he quickly rejected.
After all, if Ramona wanted to snag Tex-
as’ most eligible bachelor for a husband,
it was none of Hatfield’'s business. That
kiss she had given him, it hadn't meant a
thing, he told himself.

“Once on Mexican soil,” Hatfield said
stiffly, “Selwin Ogden would be seized
by hoodlums and ransom demands for
his safe return would be a hundred times
the price of that ruby they used for bait.”

Ogden said huskily, “I have no inten-
tion of risking my life for those other
rubies, Ramona. As Ranger Hatfield just
warned me, | would never live to make
it back onto Texas soil if | once crossed
that bridge to Villa Diablo tonight.”

Hatfield said, “And that was what In-
spector Chestwick believed, too? That
the ruby was bait to lure you across the
river?”

“Yes,” Ogden replied.

“Did he have any plans that he told you
—about this case, | mean?”

Ogden’s grip tightened affectionately on
Ramona’s hand.

“Only that he believed this Ozara was a
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jewel smuggler the Border Patrol had
been trying ot capture for a good many
years—a woman outlaw—and that he
believed he knew how she could be caught
in her own trap.”

Hatfield said quickly,
mean?”

“l don’t know. He said it would re-
quire the help of another lawman he
could trust, a lawman who would be will-
ing to lay his life on the line to capture
Ozara. His choice was you, Mr. Hatfield.
That's why you're here tonight, of
course.”

Hatfield was remembering his brush
with the wrinkled old crone in the ze-
bra-striped serape, up the river this after-
noon. She had the look of a sorceress, an
evil witch. Maybe she was the elusive
gem smuggler Bob Chestwick was trying
to track down.

Before he could speak aagin, Hatfield
was interrupted by a sharp rap on the
door of the sheriff's office. Selwin Ogden
hissed sharply, “Hide me, sheriff, 1 don't
want to be seen here.”

“Who is it?” Sheriff Nate Willowby
called out, motioning Ogden and the girl
to head through the bullpen door into
the stairwell.

“Sean Detwiler,” came the voice of
Escalera’s mayor, whom Hatfield had last
seen at the undertaker's morgue this
evening following their return from up-
canyon. “lI've got bad news to report,
Nate.”

Willowby crossed the room, slid back
a bolt, twisted a key in a lock and opened
the jail's street door. Detwiler stepped in,
eyes blinking against the glare of lamp-
shine.

“It's—” He broke off, spotting Jim
Hatfield standing with his back against
the bullpen door, through which Selwin
Ogden and Ramona Crestwick had van-
ished.

“What's he doing loose, sheriff?”

Willowby said impatiently, “Haven't
had a chance to tell you, Mayor—this
ain’'t an owlhooter. It's Jim Hatfield, the
Texas Ranger Bob Chestwick had sent
for to help him on a case involving Con-

“What did he

traband runners.”

Detwiler was momentarily covered
with confusion. Then the politician in
him came to the surface and he ap-
proached the Lone Wolf with a cautious
smile, extending a flabby hand in greet-
ing.

“I've wanted to meet Texas' most fa-
mous Ranger as long as you've worn the
star, sir!” Detwiler boomed. “1—”"

“You had bad news to report,” Hatfield
cut the mayor short.

Detwiler mopped his florid cheeks with
a bandanna. “Yeah,” he said, remember-
ing. “It's the coroner, Cy Murdock. He's
been murdered, Nate. Stabbed in the
back, not half an hour ago, in his work-
shop where he was embalming Bob’s
corpse. | dropped in to ask him when the
inquest had been set and found him
sprawled on the floor, nigh onto breath-
ing his last.”

Willowby stalked over to his gun rack
and took down a Winchester carbine.
Why, Hatfield could not fathom; Mur-
dock’s killer had long since fled the scene.

“Did the coroner say anything before
he died, Mayor?” Hatfield asked sharply.
“Like who knifed him, or anything?”

Detwiler nodded. “Yeah, but he'd
never seen her before.”

“Her?” Willowby echoed. “You mean a
woman stabbed Cy?”

“A hag, Cy called her,” Detwiler said.
“Looked to be Injun or part Negro. Any-
way, it was a woman.”

Hatfield and the sheriff exchanged
glances. The Ranger had his ideas about
who the Kkiller had been—the crone in
the zebra-striped serape who had tried
so hard to gun down he and Ramona
up the river canyon this afternoon.

“Was that all Cy told you before he
died?” Willowby asked.

“No,” Detwiler said, with the smug
way of a story teller with a captive audi-
ence, milking the last ounce of suspense
out of his narrative. “He said this hag
come into his workshop without him
hearing her, while he was working on
Bob Chestwick’s remains. She covered
him with a gun, Cy said, and forced him
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to open the safe and turn over that Aztec
arrow Hatfield had tied to his saddle.
That was all he could tell me. He just
started coughing and that was the end.”

W ILLOWBY headed for the door,
saying gruffly to Hatfield: “Come
along, Ranger. One thing about a mur-
der in the morgue, we won’'t have to lug
the body anywhere. No chance of track-
ing down the woman who did it, I reckon,
but we can try.”

The Lone Wolf crossed the office and

A small TEXAS TALE

THE BIG IDEA

ACK in the old days

of Texas, wild sto-
ries made the rounds
about man-eating mon-
sters that prowled the
plains west of the Pe-
COs.

One day at dusk, when shadows
lay deep across the sands, two con*
boys came across some huge foot-
prints. They were long, wide, and
clawed, looking like those of no
known creature.

For long moments, the punchers
studied the prints silently and sol-
emnly. Then one of them said, “Ed,
you ride on ahead and see where
this varmint went. I'll ride back
and see where he come from.”

—Jack Kytle

stepped out into the night behind Wil-
lowby and the Mayor. He hoped Ramona
hadn’t overheard the mayor’s grisly story
about what had happened over in the
morgue where the body of her father lay
awaiting autopsy.

Hatfield overtook Detwiler and the
sheriff and fell in step with them, letting
them guide him through the stygian dark-
ness. The street was very narrow, very
dark, and very crooked; Escalera was
built on a series of artificial terraces hang-

ing under the Texas cliffs, and the only
lights were down on Riverfront Street
where the saloons and honkies were.

These shadows were made for evil to
flourish in; somewhere in their depths,
the killer of Cy Murdock could be lurk-
ing, could even be watching them pass by.

They walked along in stony silence,
only the ring of their steps on cobblestone
paving breaking the eerie echoes. They
passed a livery doorway, identified in the
darkness by the ammoniac reek of a
stable, and Hatfield knew where he was
in relation to the morgue—this was the
barn where he had left. Goldy, on his way
to jail.

Without being aware that he did so.
Jim Hatfield voiced his thoughts out loud:
“If that hag who Killed the coroner stole
the ambush arrow out of Bob Chestwick’s
body, it's the fatal mistake that every
criminal makes sooner or later. It's the
mistake thatll put a hangrope around
Ozara’s neck.”

Ahead of them an open doorway spilled
a fanwise glare of lamplight onto the
street. The sheriff glanced over his shoul-
der at Hatfield and asked -curiously,
“How’s that again, Ranger?”

“Nothing,” Hatfield said. “Just that
that arrow in Bob Chestwick’s body had
better still be there. It was to be removed
only in the presence of a coroner’s jury,
by a qualified autopsy surgeon.”

The lamplighted doorway proved to be
the rear entrance to the county morgue.
Entering it, the three men found them-
selves in the same room where they had
delivered the two dead bodies a few
hours before.

The corpse of Border Patrolman Bob
Chestwick,. shrouded under a sheet, still
reposed on a stone-topped table directly
under the coroner’s ceiling lamp. In the
shadowy background was another dead
body—the Mexican pelado—similarly
covered. Sprawled on the floor between
the two slabs was the body of Escalera’s
undertaker, Cyrus Murdock.

As Detwiler had reported, Murdock had
been stabbed in the chest and left for
dead—and he was dead now. As mayor
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and sheriff knelt Reside the body of their
friend, Hatfield passed on by them, going
over to the door leading into the coroner’s
office.

Opening it, he let lamplight fall into
the room, against the black iron door of
the county coroner’s safety vault. He had
seen Murdock deposit the Aztec arrow
which he, Hatfield, had originally found
clutched in Chestwick’s dead hand, in
that safe.

It came as no surprise to Hatfield to find
the safe door unlocked. The arrow was
no longer reposing on the shelf where the
coroner had placed it, as official evidence
in a murder case.

Going back into the morgue room, Hat-
field walked over to Chestwick’s body and
lifted the sheet back to expose the head
and chest of Ramona’s father.

The ambush arrow was gone. No auto-
psy surgeon’s scalpel had removed that
murder weapon; the arrow wound was
now mutilated, showing where the arrow
had been forcibly jerked from the dead
man’s flesh.

Hatfield reverently replaced the sheet
over the corpse. He glanced up to see the
sheriff and Detwiler staring at him.

“Now why in tunket,” Willowby was
asking, “would a Killer run such a risk to
get back an Injun arrow? Afraid it might
be traced back to its owner or some-
thing?”

Hatfield smiled cryptically. “You may
be closer to the answer than you know,”
he said. “This sounds crazy loco, maybe,
but I think Bob Chestwick’s death from
an Aztec arrow goes back to the original
curse that sorceress put on Montezuma's
necklace, sheriff.”

Without explaining himself, the Texas
Ranger headed back toward the street
door, ignoring the sprawled body of the
coroner. At the threshold he halted, ar-
rested by Willowby's cry: “Where are
you going, Jim? Aren’t you going to help
me try and track down Murdock’s killer?”

Hatfield said, “Start hunting clues,
sheriff. 1 work my way, you work yours.
I'm going to track down a personal hunch.
If it pays off, you'll have your Killer by

tomorrow noon.” Hatfield then vanished
from the doorway.

Detwiler glanced at the sheriff. “Now,”
said the mayor, “you know why they call
him the Lone Wolf. He doesn't like to
work with other officers.”

WAIVE minutes later Jim Hatfield was
JS- back at the sheriff's office. He opened
the bullpen door and let the light flood
into the stairwell, surprising millionaire
Ogden and Ramona Chestwick locked In
a passionate embrace just inside the door-
way.

“] should have knocked,” Hatfield said
wryly. “I hope you’ll forgive me. Ogden,
I've got to have a pow-wow with you.
With your help, | think I can solve the
mystery of Bob Chestwick’s murder and
crack the very case he was working on
when you entered the picture.”

The blushing young couple did not ap-
pear to have heard a word Hatfield said.
Emerging into the glare of the sheriff's
office, Selwin Ogden said boyishly, “Con-
gratulate me, Hatfield. 1 may not leave
Escalera with the Snake Blood Rubies,
but I'll take a treasure worth a million
times as much.”

“You're the first to know,”
Chestwick said shyly.

Ogden looked fondly into the eyes of
the girl, and said, “We're going to be
married at the Spanish Mission right here
in Escalera, Jim—tomorrow. We'd like
you to be the best man.”

Regretfully, the Lone Wolf silenced the
happy lovers. “I'll save my congratula-
tions for later,” he said. “Right now I
want to know, Ogden, whether anyone
knows you by sight over in Villa Diablo
—anyone at all? Think carefully. It's ex-
tremely important.” -

Selwin Ogden came back to earth with
a grimace. “Why should I know anyone
in that filthy place? | came here very
much incognito, Hatfield. 1 don't mean
to boast, but a man in my position, unless
he travels with a veritable army of body-
guards, can’'t let his true identity be
known, especially in a backwoods place
like Escalera.”

Ramona



THE AMBUSH ARROW 41

~ Hatfield nodded in agreement. “Bueno.
The reason this ruby was mailed to you,
to lure you into crossing the river, was
because you purchased Montezuma'’s
necklace. That's the pretext. The real
reason is to kidnap you for ransom.
Agreed?”

Selwin Ogden nodded.

“You are supposed to be in Villa Diablo,
across the river from here, before mon-
rise' tonight, if you are going to contact
this Ozara about the Snake Blood rubies.
The moon—" Hatfield glanced at the big
almanac calendar which shared the wall
above Willowby’s desk with a collection
of reward posters—“will rise at one-ten
this morning. It is now ten forty-five. You
don’t have much time to waste, keeping
that appointment.”

The color faded from Ogden’s cheeks.
“What the hell are you hinting at, Hat-
field? I'm not crossing that river. Not for
a bucket full of rubies. Not for Ozara’s
golden image, crusted with diamonds. No
sir. It would be suicide.”

Hatfield said,.“Ogden, you and | are
the same size. Do you have a change of
clothing with you?”

Selwin Ogden nodded, puzzlement in
his eyes now. “l have extra clothes, of
course, at Ramona’s. But what are you
driving at?”

Ramona stepped forward, terror in her
eyes. She had caught on.

“No, Jim—you can't.”

“Can’'t what?” Ogden demanded testily.
“What's the secret between you two, any-
how?”

The Lone Wolf.said, “I'm keeping your
rendezvous with that Aztec sorceress in
Villa Diablo tonight—disguised as Selwin
Ogden.”

Ramona turned imploring to Selwin
Ogden. “Don’t let him throw his life away,
Selwin!” Ramona pleaded. “Even if his
scheme worked and he found out who was
smuggling those rubies out of Mexico,
he’'d never get back alive.”

Ogden hesitated. “Well,” he said, “Hat-
field's a lawman. But you're right. |1 can’t
let him risk his life just because he has
more courage than common sense, in this

instance. No, Jim | will not furnish you
with a costume to disguise yourself,”

The Lone Wolf's jarring, bitter laugh
made the millionaire gem collector break
off. Hatfield said, “Then I'll commandeer
your duds and wear them anyway, Og-
den.” His glance slid over to Ramona.
“Because whoever contacts me in Villa
Diablo is responsible for murdering your
father with that arrow today, Ramona.
And | intend to bring them to justice for
that ambush.”

CHAPTER VIII

The Snake Blood Rubies

ALL his years behind a star, Jim
Hatfield had never decked himself
out in a disguise that made him resemble
his true self less—or humiliate his dignity
more—than the one he wore now. Hatfield
entered the guardhouse office of the U. S.
Customs Service at the Texas entrance
to the Rio Grande bridge.

In place of a Stetson he was wearing a
foppish silk topper, 