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There isn’t much difference ..
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gree of difference between the fellow
who gets akead and the fellow who “gets
salong.” It just takes a little extra —
and that Httle extra is training.
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IYA, gals and galluses! So you're
plumb bored by history, are you?
Well, so was I, when I had to re-
member dates and things. But nowadays, 1
eat it up. Western history, specially. Here s
an interesting sample:

About a half-century after Columbus dxs-
covered a small hunk of the New World, the
ragged, hungry survivors of a party of Span-
ish explorers reached Mexico. They draggle-
tailed into the town of Culiacan and figured
that it was a good place for a rest-up.

While there, they picked up a wild yarn
about a wondrous land to the north, where
stood the Seven Cities of Cibola—seven citieg
built of gold! Not just pawnshop, 30-day
guarantee junk, but solid, shining gold.

It sounded fishy. But the Spanish were
suckers for a line like that, and had been
ever since Pizarro hit the jackpot down in
Peru, returning to Spain with shiploads of
the precious metal.

The Discoverer of Arizona

So one of the Spaniards, a Franciscan
monk, Fray Marcos de Niza, decided to look
into the thing. He called his Negro servant,
Esteban—which is Stephen in Spanish. He
said:

“Now look here, Steve. All this stuff about
the seven golden cities may be pure bunk.
On the other hand, quien sabe—who knows?
It happens that I've got a sore foot from our
long march. So here's what I want you to
do. Go get the straight dope on this Cibola
talk. Keep in touch with me, so I'll know
how you're making out.”

“Lawsy, boss, I can’t write a line, you
know that,” said Steve.

“What of it?” said Fray Marcos. “You can
put the idea over by sending me a wooden
cross by messenger. If things aren’t so hot,
send a little cross, the size of your hand. If
the prospects are okey, send a larger cross,
savvy? That's all you have to do.”

With some grub and a handful of Indian
helpers, Steve set forth. And that was how
this humble servant came to be another
Columbus—the discoverer of Arizona.

He Had Big Ideas

The trouble with Steve was, that once out
of reach of his boss, he developed some big
ideas of his own. In fact, he went hog-wild.
He rigged himself up in gaudy clothes that
he picked up here and there along the way
and strutted along with a bright-painted
rattle gourd that he pretended was a magic
charm. He proceeded to impress the rural

‘population with his importance and pretty

soon had 300 awed followers, including a
hand-picked harem of beautiful Indian gals.

So one day, back in Culiacan, while Fray
Marcos sat nursing his game foot and un-
shucking a hot tamale, along came word
from Steve. It was a wooden cross, not the
size of a man’s hand, but as big as the
Indian runner who lugged it.

Fray Marcos was a pretty cool-headed
citizen, but when he got that big cross, he
went right up in the air. From the looks of
it, Steve had found seventeen 24-carat cities.
The good Fray immediately forgot all about
his blistered heel and took off after glamor
boy Steve.

Fray Marcos got pretty well up into
Arizona when he got a second message. It
was breught by a scared, bleeding Indian.
Not a «oss this time, but word that things
weren’t going so good with Stevie. The sad
truth was, a bunch of Zuni Indians didn’t
swallow the fancy get-up and the phony
luck charm. They’d given Steve the works
and he was, at the moment, dark meat at a
buzzard banquet.

Mud and Rock

The Seven Cities of Cibola turned out to
be a batch of mud and rock huts, populated



by Indians that didn’t have a copper centavo,
let alone gold. Fray Marcos, who had press-
agented the deal back to the King of Spain
before he left Culiacan, saw that he had to
think up an alibi, but fast. He put in some
time, saving souls among the Indians, then
went back to Mexico to report that Esteban
had given him a bum steer, which didn’t
help Fray Marcos any in Crown and Scepter
circles.

Anyhow, Arizcna was discovered. Other
explorers came—priests, soldiers, trappers
and hunters—but nothing much came of it
for 300 years and more. Esteban did his
botch job in 1539. In 1847, Arizona along
with a vast region including all of Cali-
fornia, New Mexico and parts of Colorado,
Utah and Nevada fell into the hands of
Uncle Sam, as aftermath of the Mexican
War.

Washington, at that time, knew about as
much about Arizona and the adjacent hin-
terlands as they did about Mars. They’d
heard that it was desert. Desert meant sand,
rattlesnakes and cactus. Nobody even rightly
knew the boundary between this new annex-~
ation, “from Texas west” and old Mexico.

Boundary Commission

So a Boundary Commission was appointed
by United States and Mexico. Their job,
survey a boundary from San Diego to El
Paso. From the Pacific Ocean to the Rio
Grande.

Sitting back there in an easy chair in
Washington and looking at a wall map, it
seemed very simple to survey a straight line.
But the map didn’t show the rugged moun-
tains, the thorny jungles of chaparral, the
tcrmenting heat or the bloodthirsty savages
that lurked over much of that vast, water-
less expanse.

So the border survey wasn’'t any cinch.
The Commission managed to measure off the
southern boundary of California. But by
that time, Congress was wrapped up in other
matters and clean forgot them. No appropri-
ations had been passed to care for the survey
party, not even to feed them. They tried to
requisition supplies at far-scattered supply
points, in the name of the government.
Traders just gave them the horse laugh and
said that their requisitions were no good.

For six years, things dragged along in this
scandalous fashion. What was Arizona and
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what was Mexico was any man’s guess. Past
Yuma, at the Colorado River, the border
meandered uncertainly along the Gila River,
petering out completely before it reached El
Pago. The Boundary Commission collapsed.
A second one was organized.

A Joy Ride for Politicos

Washington went to the other extreme this
time. They dished out a whale of an ap-
propriation, The second Boundary -Com-
mish became an extravagant joy-ride for a
flock of political hangers-on. It hired a
gang of bootmakers, tailors and the head of
the Commission rode around in an Army
ambulance, entertaining in grand style.

Rumors of delay, neglect, inefficiency,
squabbling and plain graft finally drifted
back to Washington. But it took many weeks
to get messages back and forth then, in the
1850’s.

Luckily, about this time a bunch of
moneyed bigshots back Fast got hep to the
idea that a transcontinental railroad through
the desert country would be a good bet, to
compete with the Union Pacific trunkline,
far to the north. But they balked at that
border survey along the Gila. The only prac-
tical right-of-way lay well to the south of
the Gila.

The Gadsden Purchase

A shrewd and far-seeing statesman named
Gadsden, then U. S. Minister to Mexico,
cooked up a deal to buy a slice of country
and extend the border southward. He put it

% over. In 1853, United States bought 45,500

miles of that “no man’s land” for ten million
bucks. The border was established where it
is today. The Southern Pacific started to lay
track.

Some amazing facts about amazing Arizona
came to be known in those years. The Sit-
greaves Expedition, sent out by Congress to
do a job of exploring, helped to decide on the
southern route for the railroad when they
sent back the report that some of northern
Arizona was practically impassable because
of a petrified forest! The expedition had a
tough time working its way through the
fallen, stonelike trunks on muleback.

How Washington bigwigs must have batted
their eyes when they got that news!

Anyhow, the Gadsden Purchase of 1853
settled the border question. At the time,



Arizona was a part of New Mexico Territory.
The whole she-bang was just an outlying
part of Dona Ana County, New Mexico. As
for law, it simply didn’t exist, except for the
saber-rattling authority that stemmed from
a few small, scattered Army posts. And the
Army had its hands full with hostile Indians,
so couldn’t be bothered with white renegades.
Outlawry was rampant. An honest man’s
rights went only as far as he could shoot
If he missed, he was a dead duck. Arizona
was a place that attracted robust characters

only.
Law and Order

The mess lasted only about three years.
In 1856, Arizona Territory was formed. Law
and -order. began to ke shape. By 1912,
Arizona became civilized enough to enter the
Union as our youngest, toughest State. .

By this time, it had dawned on Washington
that Arizona wasn’t just a sand desert, after
all. The very name, Arizona, had become a
by-word of hope for sick folks, because of its
dry, healthful climate. Also, it contained one
of the largest pine forests on the face of the
earth. Also, there was minéral wealth—not
only gold, but silver; copper and other metals
—that made the Seven Cities of Cibola look
like ten cents. There was grazing cropland
of extraordinary fertility. There were scenic
wonderlands and natural wonders that still
sound like whoppers, such as the Sitgreaves
Expedition sent in.

About one-sixth of Arizona today is In-
dian Reservation, and until very recent years
nearly one-third ‘of the population was
Indians and alien Mexicans.

“Pimeria Alta”

From times prehistoric, the Indians had
found Arizona a mighty nice place to be.
They weren’t all murderous savages. The
Pima people, one of the predominating
groups, were happy, peaceful, prosperous
farmers when the Spanish first came. The
first name of Arizona was “Pimeria Alta.”

Since the time of the prehistoric cliff-
dwellers, cotton thrived on the rich, warm
bottomlands, and those early, industrious
people dyed and wove it into garments and
other useful articles. Which makes it hard
to believe that not until recent years did
growers stumble onto the fact that long

(Continued on page $3)

THROW AWAY

NICOTINE

When the Filter in Medie®
PipesorCigarette Holders
turns brown, throw it

away with the nicotine,
tars, juices and flakes

it has trapped. Insert
a fresh Filter for

cooler, cleaner,
dryer, purer
smoking!

!%lt

MEDICO V. F. Q. (VERY ANE QUALITY)
Pipes of specially selected imported briar.
Wide variety of shapes. With 10 fiiters... ‘2
Also Frank Medico “’Stondord*, ..

America’s Ouisianding Dollor ($1) Pipe

Frank Medico Cigorette Holders 31 & §2

MEDICO

FILTERED SMOKING

VM'O'.S.M.M‘C&.M York Z2, for hanlin) ¥

LNVEN gns

num with
omammm
. District cumuu.. gml 0. €

High School Course

at Home

08-G




'& \4 ‘.- " ‘-. 4 e
YOU GET EASY, REFRESHING SHAVES IN |

JIGTIME WITH THIN GILLETTRS, FAR,
KEENER THAN ORDINARY a.ow;mcsn

THIN G
{ 80 YOU SAVE MONEY. W qgv
FIT YOUR GILLETTE RAZOR TOA'T: .. ¢ &
| PROTECT vOU FROM NICKS AND IRRITA k

ASK FORTHIN GILLETTES INTH
BLADE n:g;“wrm USED BLADE




a i marrieep noveil Y JACKSON COLE

A golden image on the body of a dead Mexican leads a Ranger

through a maze of skulduggery to a gun-blazing climax!

CHAPTER 1
The Fatal Opals

eoe OLD it, horse!” Jim Hat-

H‘l field snapped as Goldy,

his great golden sorrel,

shied so violently he almost unseated

his tall rider. The Texas Ranger

glanced down, saw the raised body

and head of a sidewinder that had al-

most fanged the horse with his vicious
lateral stroke,

Hatfield’s hand flickered down and
up. There was a wisp of smoke, and
the crash of a report that sent the
echoes flying back and forth among
the buttes and chimney rocks. The up-



The Aztec Moon Looks Down on Carnage as

reared head suddenly vanished. The up-
per portion of the decapitated body
thrashed and writhed. ,

Hatfield ejected the spent shell from his
Colt and replaced it with -a fresh car-
tridge. His hand paused halfway as he
started to thrust the big gun back into
its holster. He stared at the dying snake
in mild surprise. The upper half of the
body continued to jerk and quiver with
lessening force. But the tail and lower
half lay quite motionless on the hot sand.

“Why, the darn thing had a broken
back!” he told Goldy. “I thought it was
funny for it to be lying out here in the
blazing sun. A rattler can’t stand much
hot sunlight—kills him in a Lurry.”

Inistinctively he glanced keenly about
for a solution of the mystery. The hand
that held the Colt tensed. From a clump
of sage near what passed for a trail across
the Tonto Desert, protruded a moccasin
and a stretch of ragged velvet pantaloon.

Hatfield dismounted with lithe grace,
still cautious. Anything could happen in
this burned over stretch of hell, and usu-
ally did. He advanced toward the bush,
under which he could now make out a
shadowy form.

Abruptly, with an exclamation of pity,
he holstered his gun and hurried forward.
The ankle showing between moccasin and
pantaloon was hideously swollen.

“Snake struck him and he stamped on
it and busted its back,” Hatfield muttered,
pushing his way under the low branches
of the sage. He saw now that the man
who lay there was a Mexican. The face
into which he peered was frightfully
cadaverous—bones under a stretching of
leathery dark skin. The body was ema-
ciated. A glance told Hatfield that the
man was very old. He was a rather grim-
looking speciman and, Hatfield decided,
was of almost pure Indian blood.

“Darn near starved,” Hatfield muttered.
“So weak he couldn’t take the venom
from even a pygmy rattlesnake. He had
just about strength left, I reckon, to stamp
on the spotted devil and bust its back
before he keeled over and crawled under
the sage to get away from the sun.

As Hatfield leaned near, the closed lids

12

flickered, raised a trifle, showing a glint
of black eyes.

“Anything I can do?” Hatfield asked in
Spanish.

The shrunken lips of the dying man
writhed forth a single word—

“A gua!”

ATFIELD’S own cracked and black-
ened lips tightened a little, but he
did not hesitate. He got his canteen from
the saddle pouch and let the last few drops
it contained trickle into the Mexican's
mouth. The old man swallowed slowly
and painfully until the water was gone.
Then he sank back with a deep sigh. Ab-
ruptly he looked up.
“All you got?” he asked, speaking a
halting English.
Hatfield nodded. “Sorry, but that’s all,”
he replied. “I’ll pack you along with me
till we find more.”

The old Mexican shook his head. “You
give all,” he muttered in a cracked whis-
per. “I die. It was bueno, muy bueno—
much good. But maybe you die too be-
cause you give all.”

Hatfield smiled, and shrugged his broad
shoulders.

“Quien sabe—who knows?” he replied.
“Don’t let it worry you, old-timer. We
all have to go some day, when our time
is up. No use bothering about it till it
happens. Now I'm going to take you along
with me. Maybe we can find a doctor to
look after that leg. Nothing I can do for
it—poison has already spread.”

Again a negative shake of the white
head.

“I die,” the Mexican repeated, positive-
ly. “You give all. I give all, too.”

A clawlike hand thrust inside' the
ragged shirt, fumbled about and came
forth holding something. He thrust the
object into Hatfield’s hand. Hatfield
mechanically grasped it. The object was
of metal and astonishingly heavy for its
size.

A single death-clouded word writhed
past the Mexican’s lips—

“Metzli!”

A choking gasp. Then, in a ready whis-
per—
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“Valle de la Luna!”

The Mexican tried desperately to speak
again, striving to say more, but anly a
choking rattle came forth. His scrawny
chest swelled, his body tensed, relaxed.
The chest sank in, and did not rise again.

“Poor old feller,” Hatfield muttered
compassionately. “He’s gone.” His eyes
raised to the brassy-blue sky where a
black dot was already whirling and plan-
ing.

“And maybe he’s not far ahead of me,”
he muttered, trying to wet his dry lips

JIM HATFIELD

with an equally dry tongue. His eyes
dropped to what he held in his hand and
he uttered an astonished exclamation.

The thing was a dull-yellow image
about three inches in length by one and
a half in thickness. Its weight told Hat-
field it could be nothing but solid gold.
A point of stone had been worked into
the base and the stone showed a clean
but weathered fracture. Evidently the
image had been torn away from a stone
pedestal or other support.

The face that surmounted the squat
body of the image was fiendish in expres-
sion. Above the low forehead was fash-
ioned a peculiar head-dress in the form
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of a crescent. The eyes were as large as
Hatfield’s fingertip, and acrawl with
strange and vari-colored fires.

“Opals!” Hatfield muttered. “Mexican
opals, sure as shootin’—the bad luck
stones. Now what in blazes? ‘Metzli,
the old jigger said. Unless I'm remem-
bering wrong, Metzli was the Aztec moon
god. The particular deity of the miners
and metal workers. What else was that
he said—Valle de la Luna—Valley of the
Moon. If this isn’t the darndest thing!”

Shaking his head in bewilderment, he
straightened up and turned around—to
gaze squarely into the muzzle of a gun!

Behind the gun was a man, a lean,
lanky man with a dark face and lashless
looking eyes of pale gray. Absorbed as
he had been in the dying Mexican and
his singular bequest, even the keen ears
of Jim Hatfield had not detected his
stealthy approach across the soft sands.

“I'll take it, feller,” he growled in a
harsh, menacing voice,

“Take what?” Hatfield asked, sparring
for time.

“The thing you got in your hand,” said
the other, “the image the old hellion give
you. I'll take it.”

The gun jutted forward threateningly
as he spoke.

But the man a stern old Lieutenant of
Rangers named the Lone Wolf was not
an easy man to get the drop on.

“Okay, take it,” Hatfield said, thrusting
the image toward the gunman.

The other instinctively reached. The
barrel of his gun wavered a trifle.

Hatfield’s hand shot forward. The heavy
lump of gold spun through the air and
caught the other squarely between his
pale eyes. The gun roared, but Hatfield
was going sideways at the same instant.
His own Colt fairly leaped from the hol-
ster.

But there was no need to use it. The
gunman lay sprawled on the sand, com-
pletely out.

Hatfield instinctively stooped to recover
the image. As he did so, something yelled
through the space his body had occupied
the instant before. The image grasped in
his left hand, he whirled sideways again,
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and swore angrily,

Riding toward him shooting and yelling,
and not more than three hundred yards
distant, were fully a dozen more men.

ATFIELD did not hesitate. He thrust

the image into his pocket, holstered
his gun and forked Goldy all in the same
coordination of movement. Odds of twelve
to one were a mite heavy for even Cap-
tain Bill McDowell's Lieutenant and ace-
man. He was sure that the old Com-
mander of The Border Battalion would
himself have felt that such close associa-
tion with a band of degraded owlhoots
would be contaminating, and would have
proceeded to remove himself from their
neighborhood as speedily as possible.

With lead hissing all around him, Goldy
seemed thoroughly in accord with his
master. He proceeded to go away from
there and go away fast. Hatfield leaned
low in the saddle and urged him on with
voice and hand. He was not particularly
worried, for shooting at such a distance,
from the back of a racing horse, was little
more than guesswork, and aside from a
chance umlucky hit, he had little to fear.
And he was conﬁdent that Goldy’s great
speed and endurance would quickly dis-
tance the pursuit.

Swiftly the great sorrel drew away
from the wrathful pursuers. Bullets
ceased to come close, and in another few
minutes the firing ceased altogether. Hat-
field straightened in the saddle and settled
himself comfortably. Then for a second
time he uttered a wrathful exclamation.

Ahead and to the right, swooping along
on a slant that would cut the fugitive’s
trail, was another body of horsemen. Hat-
field counted four. What a moment before
had been but irritating, abruptly became
deadly serious.

Instinctively, Hatfield veered to the
left. A moment later he glanced back and
saw that the pursuit had gained a little.

“Cut over enough to clear that bunch
ahead, and the main outfit will catch up
with me,” he muttered. “They'll be r1dmg
the short leg of the triangle.”

.He gazed longingly ahead, to where,
shadowy against the skyline, loomed dark,
craggy hills slashed with canyons and
draws. They were not so very far off, but
the speeding horsemen riding down the
long slant from the west were much

nearer, and drawing closer with every
racing stride.

Nearer loomed the hills, but the four
hard riding horsemen had gained appre-
ciably. Bullets began whining past again.
The pursuers behind had cut his advan-
tage by almost half. Hatfield glanced back
at them, glanced ahead, and uttered an
exclamation. Instinctively his hand tight-
ened on the bridle.

Straight ahead, where the four horse-
men were charging down a long slope,
the ground abruptly fell away——fcil away
to a wide bench fifteen feet below, then
plunged in a dizzy slant to the floor of
a gloomy canyon that zig-zagged toward
the eastern tip of the hills. To ride down
that boulder strewn sag appeared to be
nothing but madness. But Hatfield in-
stantly made up his mind.

“You haven’t got wings, horse, but you’d
better grow them,” he told Goldy. “Okay,
feller, it’s up to you.’

But it was up to Hatfield first. The four
horsemen reached the drop first, scant
yards ahead of the racing horseman. Their
guns blazed. But their horses were wild
with excitement. They snorted and
plunged, and before their riders could
quiet them, Hatfield's voice rang out like
a golden bugle call of sound—

“Trail, Goldy, trail!”

HE great sorrel shot forward in a

soaring bound. Hatfield’s gun flamed
and thundered. Straight into the milling
group charged the sorrel. There was a
crackling roar of shots, a pandemonium
of flying lead, plunging horses and yelling
men as Goldy landed in the tangle like a
thunderbolt.

Down went two horses, their riders
cursing and screaming. A third man spun
from his saddle as Hatfield’s gun blazed
right in his face. Goldy crashed into the
fourth horse as he caromed sideways off
the first two. Hatfield had a fleeting
glimpse of a rage distorted face and two
blazing dark eyes as horse and rider went
to the ground in a sprawling tangle.

Over the lip soared Goldy, as if he ac-
tually had “growed” wings. He hit the
bench, stumbled, floundered, regained his
footing with catlike agility and went
storming down the slope accompanied by
a cloud of dust and an avalanche of loos-
ened boulders. Hatfield swaying easily
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in the saddle, kept his head up and en-
couraged him wnﬁ voice and hand. Goldy
snorted response and sped the faster.

On the lip above, the larger band of
horsemen had joined their fellows. The
big black-eyed man, apparently the leader
of the bunch, cursed and raged at his
mounted followers, profanely ordering
them over the edge in pursuit of the
Ranger. But the horses refused to take
the jump and their riders were not par-
ticularly enthusiastic in urging them on.

Bullets hissed and crackled through the
air, but Goldy was far down the slope and
going like the wind. Nor did the boiling
dust cloud that accompanied his progress
make for accurate shooting. A moment
later he hit the canyon floor with a clang
of clashing irons and went speeding down
the shadowy gorge.

Glancing over his shoulder, Hatfield
saw that the horsemen were streaming
purposefully northward along the canyon
rim, at a fast pace. He faced to the front
and urged Goldy to greater speed.

“Looks like they know  just where
they’re going,"” he muttered. “Chances are
there’s an easy way intothis crack, farther
up. Well, they won’t have much chance-
running us down. It’ll be dark in a little
while, and Goldy will hold his lead with-
out any trouble. June -along, horse, we
got places to go. Looks like other gents
have gone through here from time to time,
too. Lots of hoof prints, nearly all head-
ing south.”

- CHAPTE.. 11
Hell Town

ATFIELD rode down the canyon in
a very wrathful mood. He had not
liked being chased like a sheep-killing
coyote. “Sure wish I'd got a better look
at that black-eyed jigger,” he growled.
“I've a prime notion he is the he-wolf of
the pack. But about all T -saw clear was
his eyes. I wouldn’t recognize him if I
met him in the middle of the trail..Seemed
sort of tall.
“It all comes from trying for a short-
cut across that blasted stretch of desert,”
he told Goldy. “First we get plumb lost

i

The - shrunken li:a of the dying
rt

men writhed forth a single word—
“Agua” (Chap. 1)
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in a dand storm, then we come nigh to
getting snake-bit, and then we tangle with
a whole pack of sidewinders. Right now
we're lost again. No way of telling where
this darn crack through the hills leads
to. Anyhow, though, it 'pears to head in
the general direction we figured to go—
south by a mite east.”

A moment later he uttered a thankful
exclamation. Directly ahead, gushing
from under a cliff, was a spring of clear
water. In a split second he and the sorrel
were both downing the first decent drink
they had had in nearly twenty-four hours.

Finally, with a long sigh of satisfaction,
Hatfield sat back on his heels, fished the
makin’s from his pocket and began rolling
a cigarette with the slim fingers of his
left hand. From force-of long habit, he
studied his surroundings minutely, cast-
ing glances back the way they had come,
although he had little fear of pursuit
catching up with him.

“Chances are those jiggers got a skin-
ful,” he decided. “None of ’em ’peared to
want to follow up when we went down the
sag. And from the looks of this hole,
there’s no chance of anybody scooting on
ahead and cutting us off. The walls are
straight up and down, and we’re already
getting into the hills, Hope the darn thing
doesn’t turn out to be a box or we’ll have
a nice long ride back to somewhere we
can get out. Let’s see how much damage
has been done.”

The damage turned out to be slight.
Hatfield found two holes in the crown of
his hat, another through the brim. Still
another passing slug had bored his shirt
sleeve and drawn a few drops of blood
from his arm as it burned the flesh. A
fifth had nicked his chaps where they
flared out from his holster. But otherwise
he was untouched. Goldy hadn’t lost a
patch of hair.

Hatfield smoked in comfort for a few
minutes, in the shade of the cliff over-
hang. Then he remembered the curious
image that, it seemed, had started the
shindig. He drew the thing from his

ocket, hefted it and looked it over care-
E.xlly. He shook his black head in a puzzled
fashion.

“What in blazes is this all about?” he
demanded of the image. “Were those side-
winders trying to run down that old Mex-
ican for this thing? Looks sort of like it,

They were scattered all over the section,
like a brush combing bunch would be.
And the one who snuk up on me and
braced me sure knew just what he was
after. But why? This thing is worth some
dinero, all right. There'’s a few ounces of
gold here, and the stones may be even
more valuable than the metal. Hard to
tell about that. Takes an expert to accu-
rately appraise Mexican opals.

“But even if they’re stones of the first
water, there isn’t enough value here to
warrant a bunch of fifteen or sixteen
taking a chance on that desert to run this
thing down. Sure doesn’t make sense.
But to all appearances, this is what they
were after, and they were willing to go
in for a killing and risk eating lead them-
selves to get it.”

His long, black-lashed eyes of a peculiar
shade of green hardened as he thought
of the men who had thrown lead at him,

“May have been a legitimate outfit after
what they figured belonged to them,” he
mused, “but I don’t think so. They had
all the earmarks of an owlhoot bunch.
I’ve a notion they’ll bear a mite of investi-
gating, if I ever get where I can do some
investigating. Wonder if there is any tie-
up with what Captain Bill sent me over
here for?”

PARSE grass grew on the banks of
the little stream that flowed from
the spring. Hatfield removed the bit from
Goldy’s mouth and allowed him to graze
for a few minutes. While the horse was
cropping grass, he sat down and drew a
letter from his pocket, a letter he had
received while attending to some routine
Ranger business at the eastern arc of the
Big Bend country.

A mite east of where you are now {Captain
Bill wrote) is a cow and mining town called
Sanders. I got a note from a fellow living in
that section, a fellow named Walt Cowdry. I
knew him pretty well back in the old days.
He writes that they’re having a heap of trouble
with a bunch he calls Roma’s Raiders. Chances
are it will turn out to be just some sort of a
petty widelooping outfit that can well be taken
care of by the local authorities. But seeing as
it’s not far from where you are at present,
suppose you amble over to Sanders for a look-
see. Tell Cowdry hello for me when you see
him. He was a ‘good Injun’ when him and me
worked together for the old Slash K outfit.
Understand he’s gotten pretty well off since then.
Writes his brand burn is Cross C with an over-
bit ear-mark.
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Complying with Captain Bill’s request,
Hatfield had headed for where he had
been told Sanders was located. To save
time, he attempted to skirt a strip of arid
desert with disastrous results. He knew,
however, that he could not be far from
the country for which he was headed.

It was gratefully cool in the canyon’s
depths, after the blazing glare of the
desert, but Hatfield did not care to linger
long by the spring. He hadn’t forgotten
the purposeful way the owlhoots had
ridden north along the canyon rim. The
sky was reddening with approaching sun-
set when he tightened his cinches and
rode on down the canyon.

“You’ve filled up, after a fashion,” he
told Goldy, “but I'm so empty I'd boom
like a drum if anybody hit me. June
along, horse, let’s see if we can find a place
where folks eat something besides wind
pudding.”

On and on the canyon wound, through
the hills, now, with the little stream, in-
creased by several additional springs,
purling through the center of the brush
grown floor. The depths were shadowy
and along the lofty rim played strange
and glorious fires as the lower edge of
the sun dipped beneath the western crags.
Soon these died to a tremulous glow.

The strip of sky burmed scarlet and
primrose, softened to a dusty pink that
paled to pearly gray then deepened again
to violet. Needlepoints of flame that were
the stars appeared as the violet changed
in turn to purply-black.

Hatfield slowed Goldy’s pace. He no
longer had any fear of pursuit. Besides,
it had become very dark in the narrow
gorge and he didn’t care to risk the sor-
rel’s legs on the boulder strewn surface.

Another twenty minutes of cautious
progress and the Lone Wolf exclaimed
with relief. They had rounded a turm
and before them, less than a mile distant
lay a cluster of “fallen stars” glowing
through the darkness. They could be no
other than the lights of a town. Ten min-
utes more and Hatfield was conscious of
a deep and monotonous humming that, as
he proceeded, loudened to @ grinding
rumble.

“Stamp mills!” he exclaimed. “Big ones,
too. Horse, I've a plumb notion we’re
coming to that town of Sanders we've
been hunting for. We were told it was

located in a canyon mouth. Uh-huh, can’t
be anything else. We got a break. The
way we were going when that shindig
started, we might have over-run it by
miles.”

Goldy, scenting the possibility of oats
and a comfortable stall, quickened his
pace.

OON they were passing through the
v 9 straggling outskirts "of the town,
which sat in the canyon mouth. The east
wall of the gorge fairly shadowed the
crooked main street, while the west wall
fell away to give place to a vista of rolling
rangeland with the granite claws of the
hills extending forward to form canyons
and gulches. _
Farther westward, and to the south,
darker shadows on the shadowy skyline,
were mountains, which Hatfield knew
must be the peaks of the Bullis Gap
Range. And there to the southwest was
owlhoot country ef the worst sort. “Wet”
cows came across the Rio Grande there,
and smuggler trains and gents who found
manana land too hot to hold them.

“And this pueblo is situated just about
right to be a lay-over point for that kind,”
was the Lone Wolf’s unerring diagnosis.

Past the shadowy bulk of the stamp
mills, Hatfield rode. Then came long rows
of cattle loading pens flanking a railroad
siding. Further to the south, beyond the
jutting bulge of the west canyon wall,
gleamed the twin steel rails of the rail-
road main line, with a station squatting
beside the tracks. .

But between the stamp mills and the
railroad was the heart of the town, a
crooked main street lined with shacks,
dobes and false fronts, with here and there
a two-story “skyscraper” rising grandly
above the common level. Lanterns hung
on poles at the corners provided inade-
quate street lighting, which, however,.
was abetted by golden bars of radiance
streaming through the windows of stores,
saloons, dance halls and gambling places.

Long rows of hitchracks lined the board
sidewalk, and Hatfield noted plenty of
cow ponies tethered to the pegs. Evidently
the town did considerable outside busi-
ness.

Hatfleld hitched Goldy at a convenient
rack and pushed through the swinging
doors of a saloon whose sign declared



prime food' as well as liquid refreshment
was available on the premises.

The big room was pretty well crowded
and a babble of talk set the hanging lamps
to flickering. Almost instantly, however,
it died to a hum, then ceased altogether.
As Hatfield approached the bar, he was
conscious of eyes resting on him from
every direction.

“Whe-e-ew!” he whistled to himself.
“Strangers sure get a prime going over
in this pueblo.”

Apparently oblivious of the rather un-

nerving reception, he unconcernedly or-
dered a drink, tossed it off and ordered
another, which he sipped. The bartender
served him in silence, then moved away
to relieve the wants of an equally silent
patron.

Gradually, however, the talk resumed,
though Hatfield felt that those near him
spoke in guarded tones. In the back bar
mirror he surveyed the room and its oc-
cupants.

He decided that the patrons were about
equally divided between miners and cow-
hands. Some of the former doubtless
found employment in the stamp mills
whose grumble ceaselessly jarred the air.
And some of the men in cow-country
dress, Hatfield felt sure, could show no
recent marks of rope or {)rand'mg iron.

“Yes, she’s a lay-over point, all right,”
he reiterated his former diagnosis of the

The narrow gorge fairly exploded to
the crash of gunfire as the owlhoots
backed their horses and blazed away
at the possemen (CHAP. VIII)

town. “I've a notion quite a few of those
gents at the bar and the tables do most
of their riding between sunset and sun-
rise.”

“How’s the chuck over to the lunch
counter?” he asked the barkeep.

“Fair to middlin’,”- the drink juggler
replied in cordial enough tones. “We aim
to serve the best in town, and we don’t
have many complaints. Feller come in
here the other day and ordered two fried



eggs, one fried on one side and one fried
on the other. That started an argfyin’ in
the kitchen between the waiter and the
cook, but the gent finally compromised
on havin’ ’em scrambled and 'lowed they
was okay.”

This bit of interesting information was
accompanied by a frightful contortion of
the barkeep’s countenance, which, Hat-
fleld deduced, was intended for a wink.
He smiled, and the bartender moved off,
chuckling,

Hatfield was about to seek the lunch
counter and risk the argumentative cook
and waiter, when abruptly the talk in the
room fell flat again. He glanced around
to ascertain the cause.

COMING through the door was a tall

man who paused to look the room
over, smiling thinly. His eyes, now slight-

o NPT
[’.'/“' e

L
"V Parkw I



20 " TEXAS RANGERS

ly narrowed, Hatfield noted were a very
dark blue. His features were good, his
mouth tight-lipped. After the instant of
hesitation, he headed for the bar, walking
with long, lithe strides and casting con-
temptuous glances from side to side. Hat-
field noted his clothes were powdered
with desert dust.

There was a vacant spot next to where
Hatfield stood, and the new arrival oc-
cupied it. The bartender hurried to serve
him, but poured the drink in silence. It
seemed to Hatfield that his hand shook a
little as he tipped the bottle over the glass.

The other downed his drink and called
for another, wh.lch was likewise poured in
silence.

This time, the conversation in the room
was slower to resume, and it seemed to
Hatfield it did not reach its former tone
and freedom.

The man beside him seemed to sense
this, also, for the sarcastic smile on his
thin lips widened a little, and his darkly
blue eyes narrowed a trifle more.

Abruptly he turned to face Hatfield.
“Stranger here, aren’t you?” he asked in
a deep voice.

“Just landed,” Hatfield admitted.

“I ain’t,” the other replied, adding with
a bitter twist of his lips, “but I might as
well be. Fact is, I reckon I shouldn’t be
talkin’ to you. It won’t do you any good
hereabouts.”

Hatfield glanced down at him. The other
was a tall man, six feet and a little more,
but he had to raise his gaze to meet the
Lone Wolf’s level green eyes.

“Feller, 1 choose my own company,” the
Ranger replied, “and I haven’t heard my-
self asking you to move along.”

The other stared, but the grin that fol-
lowed the stare had nothing of contempt
in it.

“Much obliged,” he said. “My name’s
Kells, Hugh Kells.”

Hatfield supplied his own name, and
they shook hands. And it seemed to Hat-
field that the hum of conversation again
assumed a lower note.

“Have a drink?” Kells asked.

“Was just going to put on the nosebug,
but I reckon I can stand another,” Hat-
field accepted. “Got my throat pretty well
lined with desert dust today. Rode over
from the west.”

“West of the Tonto?” the other asked,

incredulously. “You mean to say you
crossed that section of ﬂattened out hades
at this time of the year.”

“Reckon I did,” Hatfield replied, adding
with a smile that flashed his even teeth
startlingly white in his bronzed face, “but
I reckon I won’t try it again.”

“You were loco to try it once,” the
other said. “If a sand storm had caught up
with you, you wouldn’t be here tellin’
me about it.”

“One did,” Hatfield replied, “but I got
a pretty good horse and he pulled me
through it.”

“He must be a lulu,” Kells declared
with conviction.

“You live hereabouts?”’ Hatfield asked
as they raised their glasses.

“Have for the past two years,” admitted
Kells.

“Maybe you may have heard of a gent
named Cowdry, Walt Cowdry, then,” Hat-
field remarked. “A feller I know told me
he knew him, just before I headed over in
this direction. Feller said he owns a ranch
—the Cross C—somewhere hereabouts.
Figured I might look him up.”

“Well, if you do, ycu’ll take a longer,
and maybe a hotter trip than you did
across the Tonto Desert,” Kells replied
grimly.

“How’s that?” Hatﬁeld asked.

“Because he’s dead and buried,” Kells
replied. “Old Walt Cowdry got hisself
ll:illeg last week, drygulched from the

rush.”

CHAPTER 111
The Second Try

T WAS Hatfield’s turn to stare. Before

he could reply, the swinging doors
suddenly banged open and an enormously
fat man came charging in.

As the new arrival paused just inside
the door, Hatfield noted that he had a
wide-spreading walrus mustache, - twin-
kling little gray eyes, a red button of a
nose and pursed lips. On his sagging vest
was pinned a big nickel badge that said
“Sheriff”’ in no uncertain terms. Against
his right thigh, a holstered gun hung in
a very businesslike manner,
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The sheriff glared about suspiciously.
His eyes centered on Hatfield and he came
waddling across to the bar.

“Where’d you come from?” he de-
manded, with a profane qualification as to
the general region.

“Another place,” Hatfield replied in-
stantly.

“What'’s that?” barked the sheriff,

“Another place,” Hatfield repeated.
“You evidently got it figured I don’t come
from this place, so it must be from another
place.”

The sheriff turned purple and appeared
to breathe with difficulty.

“Listen,” he snorted, “I asked you a
civil question and I expect a civil answer.”

“Yes,” Hatfield agreed mildly, “you
asked a civil question, but you didn’t ask
it in a very civil way.”

The sheriff seemed slightly taken aback.

“It’s my business to ask questions,” he
growled. “For all I know, you might be
Roma hisself.”

“Gosh! that helps!” Kells broke in. “I
figgered everybody around here thinks I
am Roma.”

The sheriff whirled on him.

“Nobody’s accused you of bein’ Roma,”
he retorted.

“No, not to my face,” Kells replied
grimly, “but there’s talk been goin’
around, and you know it, Sheriff Walsh.”

“If you were more pertickler as to who
you associate with, folks wouldn’t be
talkin’,” the sheriff returned meaningly.

“Who’s Roma?”’ Hatfield interrupted at
this point.

“He’s a blankety-blank owlhoot that
had ought to be dancin’ at the end of a
rope, on nothing,” declared the sheriff.

Hatfield turned to Kells.

“Blazes, feller,” he remarked seriously.
“Looks like you and I are sort of on a
spot.”

“Oh, shut up, dadblame you!” swore
the sheriff. “There’s too many lippy youn-
kers showin’ up here of late. Anybody
might be Roma. I might be him myself,
if I weighed a hundred pounds or so less
and was twenty years younger, from all
anybody’s been able to find out about the
hellion.”

Hatfield chuckled. “Have a snort, Sher-
iff,” he invited. “That is if you don’t mind
drinking with a couple of owlhoots.” He
smiled down at the irritated old peace

officer, his sternly handsome face of a
sudden ‘wonderfully pleasin%

In spite of himself, the sheriff had to
grin in return.

“Everybody’s jumpy hereabouts of
late,” he explained apologetically. “Let a
stranger a mite out of the ordinary show
up, and somebody comes high-tailin’ to
tell me he figgers Roma’s just rode into
town. I wish the sidewinder would ride
in, and give us a chance to line sights
with him!”

“Yorr don’t know what he looks like,
then?” Hatfield asked as the bartender
poured.

“No,” the sheriff admitted. “Nobody
does. He shows here, and he shows there,
wideloops a herd, holds up a stage, busts
open a bank, and is gone like a jackrabbit
into the brush. If he ain’t the devil, he’s
his first cousin.”

“A bunch can’t hold up a stage or rob
a bank without somebody getting a look
at them,” Hatfield objected.

“Roma don’t usually leave no wit-
nesses,” the sheriff replied grimly. “And
his bunch always operates masked.

Hatfield nodded, his eyes thoughtful.

“How many usually in his bunch?” he
asked.

“The few times they been spotted,
there’s usually a dozen or more,” said the
sheriff, sucking the drops from his mus-
tache.

Hatfield nodded again, looking even
more thoughtful.

“I'm sort of in line for some chuck,”
he announced. “You gents care to join
me?”’

“Not a bad notion,” Kells agreed.

“I ain’t et for about an hour; reckon I
can stand a helpin’,” said the sheriff.

Curious glances were shot at the three
as they sat down together to table, but
no comments were made that Hatfield
could catch.

ATFIELD had not eaten for twenty-
four hours and he put away a
splendid dinner, but the sheriff far ex-
ceeded his finest efforts. Hatfield couldn’t
but help wondering what he would have
stowed away if he hadn’t “et” for two
hours.
Finally the sheriff shoved back his plate
with a deep sigh.
“That’s better,” he said. “Ain’t good to
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go empty too long. Sort of makes a feller
get on the prod too easy. Well, reckon
I'd better amble back to the office. Roma
is liable to ride in again any minute.”

“Know a place where I can put up my
horse and knock off a mite of shut-eye?”
Hatfield asked.

“Turn to the right when you go out
the door,” said the sheriff. “Then right
around the next corner is a livery stable
that’s okay. A Mexican runs it, a good
man. He has a couple of rooms to rent,
over the stalls, if you like to sleep close
to your horse. They’re clean, and no bugs,
which is more than you can say for most
of the flea sacks in this pueblo. Tell him
I sent you.”

With a nod, he rolled away from the
table and out the door. Kells chuckled,
-and pinched out the butt of his cigarette.

“Walsh Is okay,” he said. “He don’t give
a hoot what anybody says or thinks.
Makes up his own mind and sticks by it.
A heap saltier than you’d think to look at
him. Lots of muscle under that fat, and
‘the way he can handle a gun is something
to ride a long ways to see. If he ever does
Jine sights with Roma, it’ll be too bad for
that owlhoot. Well, I got to be amblin’
myself. Got a few miles to ride.”

“Live in the neighborhood?” Hatfield
asked.

“Sort of,” Kells replied. “My little
spread, the Tumbling K, is in a big wide
canyon over to the east—prime range.
It’s called Moon Valley.”

Hatfield’s face did not change expres-
sion, but his eyes seemed to lighten a
trifle till the green was almost gray.

“T’ll be back in town tomorrow,” Kells
added as he got to his feet. “You figger
on coilin’ your twine hereabouts for a
spell?”

“I may, if I can tie onto a job of riding
or something,” Hatfield replied.

Kells looked interested. “Know any-
thing about minin’?” he asked -suddenly.

“A little,” Hatfield admitted.

“I’ll be in here about noon tomorrow,”
Kells said. “Sure would like to have a
mite of talk with you then, if you’re. still
here.”

“I’ll be here,” Hatfield said definitely.

“Okay, I'll see you then,” Kells said
With a nod he turned and crossed the
room with lithe strides and vanished into
.the darkness. Hatfield rolled another ciga-

rette and sat smoking thoughtfully.
““Valle de la Luna,” were the last words
that dying Mexican said,” he mused. “And
into plain Texan, that translates very
nicely—Moon Valley. Now what in blazes
am I tangled with, anyhow? Roma's
Raiders! Sounds like a brush sliding wide-
looping bunch. But it appears they'’re
considerable more than that.

“Poor old Walt Cowdry. 'Pears he
wasn't talking through his hat when he
wrote that letter to Captain Bill. And the
sheriff, who looks to be a capable- old
jigger, admits he’s plumb up against it.
Looks like I'm in for an interesting time
in this section.”

A smile of pleased anticipation quirked
his rather wide mouth, as he dwelt on a
situation that could well glve even the
Lone Wolf pause.

“I'm playing a great big hunch that the
bunch who chased me today were the
Roma’s Raiders outfit,” he continued his
reflections. “If so, it 'pears I’'m about the
only jigger mavericking around who ever
got a look at the hellions and lived to
talk about it, judging from what the
sheriff said. May be wrong, of course, but
I figgered that big black-eyed gent was
giving the orders. If so, he must be Roma.
I wouldn’t recognize him if I saw him,
but I have got a notion of his general ap-
pearance. 'Peared to have black eyes, all
right.

“But,” he added thoughtfully a moment
later, “dark blue eyes look black at times.
Moon Valley! I wonder!”

He pinched out his cigarette and stood
up, streiching his long arms above his
head. The babble of talk did not lessen
as he sauntered across the room to the
door. Apparently association with Sheriff
Walsh had dissipated any suspicion that
might have been direcied toward him
when he first put in an appearance.

NHITCHING Goldy, he walked to
the corner and turned into an alley.
The livery stable was situated but a few
yards from its mouth. Light glowed
through chinks in the heavy door. A
kneck brought an alert looking young
Mexican to answer the summons.
“&':eriff said you could put up me and
the cayuse tonight,” Hatfield explained.
The Mexican smiled with a flash of
white teeth.
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‘:iSheriﬁ Walsh is bueno hombre,” he
said.

“Uh-huh, ’pears to be a good man, espe-
cially with a knife and fork,” Hatfield
agreed.

“One need not take shame to his own
appetite when the Senor Walsh sits at
table with him,” the other chuckled.
“Senor, I am Tomaso, at your service.”

He opened the door wide. Hatfield led
Goldy into the stable.

“The caballo magnifico!” exclaimed
Tomaso, gazing with sparkling eyes at the
sorrel. “We will place ﬁlm in the stall here
by the window, Senor. It is cooler there.”

He reached out an unhesitating hand to
Goldy’s bridle. The sorrel shot him a
questioning glance, then followed without
protest.

“You’ve got a way with horses, all right,
Tomaso,” Hatfield said. “Old Goldy isn’t
much on letting strangers touch him.
Okay, I'll let you look after him. You'll
know what to do. And I can have a place
to sleep, too?”

“The room at the head of the stairs,
Senor. There also is the large window.
I sleep at the far end of the hall, should
you wish anything during the night. The
bracket lamp on the wall burns all night,
so should you wish to descend the stairs,
you will not fall. And here is a key to
the door, should you decide to leave for
some purpose. I do not usually provide
keys, but the amigo of the Senor Walsh,
that is different.”

Hatfield thanked the Mexican keeper
and ascended to the room assigned him.
It was small, opening onto a narrow hall-
way that was boarded off from the hay-
mow in the rear, but it was spotlessly
clean and the narrow bunk built against
the wall looked comfortable. A curtained
window opened onto the alley, through
which blew a pleasantly cool breeze.

Tomaso lighted the wall lamp and with
a courteous “buenas noches, Senor,” de-
parted to seek his own rest.

Despite the wearying day he had under-
gone, Hatfield did not immediately go to
bed. He drew off his boots, placed the
one chair in the room beside the window
and sat down. He rolled a cigarette and
smoked for a while.

Then he sat with his elbows on the
window sill, enjoying the cool breeze and
gazing across the flat roof of a shack on

the opposite side of the alley, toward
where the lighting of the main street cast
a dim glow against the cliff face beyond.
The alley was dark save where a corner
pole-lantern shot a feeble beam along the
base of the opposite buildings.

After a while, Hatfield leaned back in
his chair and reached for the makin’s
again. But his hand abruptly paused as
it touched his shirt pocket. On the far
side of the alley he had sensed, rather
than seen, movment. An instant later a
shadowy something outlined into the form
of a man standing at the edge of the bar
of faint radiance, apparently gazing up-
ward at the open window. Another mo-
ment and a second shadowy form joined
the first and also stood in a peering atti-
tude.

As Hatfield watched, tense and alert,
the two shadows drifted silently across
the alley and disappeared in the gloom
of the stable wall. To the ears of the rigid
watcher above drifted a faint scratching
and shuffling sound.

Hatfleld eased out of his chair and
crossed the room on silent feet. He gentl
opened the door and glided into the hally
way, closing the door behind him.

HE hall was empty. The wall lamp,

turned low, cast a faint glow across
the stair head. Hatfield slipped along the
wall and paused at the top step, peering
and listening. An instant later he very
nearly fell down the stair.

From the depths below knifed a scream,
the vicious scream of an angry horse. It
was echoed by a howl of pain that didn't
come from a horse’s throat. In the raging
scream, Hatfield recognized Goldy’s pierc-
ing note. He went down the steps three
at a time.

A stream of fire gushed through the
window beside the front stall. Hatfield
felt the wind of the passing bullet, heard it
thud against the wall beside him as the
gun roared. His hand streaked to his
holster. He blazed three shots at the win-
dow square, aiming high lest he strike the
horse. An answering slug whined past.
Goldy screamed again, more angrily than
before. Hatfield heard a curse, and the
pad of running feet. He leaped to the
door, fumbled frantically with the lock.

It took precious seconds to get the door
unlocked. He flung it open, dodging back
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in the same move. From across the alley
came another bullet that missed him by
scant inches. Both his guns let go with
a rattling crash, raking the alley back
and forth. He paused, thumbs hooked
over the hammers, and listened. He
thought he heard a scuffling and scrapin,
on the far side of the alley, but he coul
see nothing. He waited a moment, then
streaked across the open space, weaving
and ducking.

No more gunfire answered the move.
He flattened against the wall of the shack
opposite the stable and listened. Then he
groped his way cautiously along the wall.

Almost immediately he came to a nar-
row opening between two buildings. He
peered into it and could see a glow of light
flowing across a vacant lot. Nobody was
in sight. H tried to edge into the opening,
but his broad shoulders and deep chest
couldn’t quite make it.

“Must have been a pair of thin jiggers
if they went through here,” he muttered
“and I don’t see where else they could
have gone to get out of sight so fast.”

He turned around, holstering his guns.
From the dark cavern of the stable came
an ominous double click. Hatfield found
himself staring into the enormous twin
muzzles of a ten-gauge shotgun.

“The hands raise!” said a familiar voice.

CHAPTER 1V
Man of Steel

ATFIELD called, “Hold it, Tomaso!”"

Everything’s under control. Put
that scattergun down before you blow
over a house.” i

“Ah, it is you, Senor,” replied Tomaso,
stepping into view. “What happened? It
sounded as if all the dev1ls of Inﬁerno
were loose on holiday.”

“Somebody tried to climb in the win-
dow over there,” Hatfield told him. “I
reckon Goldy nipped him, judging from
the way he yelled.”

“So!” growled Tomaso. “They would
try to steal the caballo! I wish I could
have brought the escopeta into play.”

“Lucky you didn’t,” Hatfield replied
with conviction. “You'd have wrecked

half the town with that eannon. It had
ought to be on wheels.”

Men were peering cautiously down
the alley from the street. A moment later
Sheriff Walsh waddled into view, puffing
like a freight engine.

“Where’s the body?” he demanded.

“Isn’t any,” Hatfield told him cheerfully.
“They got away.”

“Too bad,” said the sheriff. “There’'d
ought to be two or three, from all that
shootin’. You woke up the whole town.
Horse thieves, eh? Gettin’ so nothin’ is
safe hereabouts. Get a look at ’em?”

Hatfield shook his head. “Keep your
eyes skun for a jigger short a hunk of
meat,” he advised the sheriff. “I've a
notion my horse left teeth marks on him.”

“Pity he hadn’t got him by the neck,”
snorted the sheriff. “Well, I think I'll
go eat and then get back to bed.”

“A good notion,” Hatfield agreed. “I’'m
going to do the same—the second part,
anyhow.”

“Better come and eat,” urged the
sheriff. “You’'ll need to keep your strength
up if you hang around in this section.
All right, you fellers, bust it up. Every-
thing’s quiet.”

He stamped back up the alley, herding
the crowd before him. Hatfield and
Tomaso returned to the stable and shut
and locked the door.

“Tomorrow I bar that window with
iron,” declared Tomaso. “Had I not better
sit up and keep watch with the escopeta?”

“Oh, they won’t come back again to-
night,” Hatfield replied with conviction.
“Let’s go to bed.”

“Keeps me busy cleaning guns,” he
growled as he sat down on the bunk and
went to work on his Colts. “Well, those
hellions didn’t waste any time. And they
sure are anxious to get hold of that
devil-faced hunk of gold. This thing just
doesn’t make sense. That’s what they were
after, all right, not the horse. They
spotted my window and figured to sneak
up on me while I was asleep. Might have
done it, too, if it wasn’t for Goldy. Me
being awake and spotting them was just
a bit of luck.”

HERE was no doubt in his mind but
that the marauding pair were mem-
bers of the gang he had the run-in with
on the desert. Doubtless they had slid
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down the canyon, as he suspected they
would to reach the town in the canyon
mouth. And they would know that Hat-
field would of necessity end up in Sanders
by way of the canyon.

“But that doesn’t explain how they
knew right where to find me,” he told
himself grimly as he holstered his guns
and prepared for bed.

Hatfield slept late the following morn-
ing. Sunlight was pouring through the
window when he awoke. After a shave
and a sluice in the trough of cold water
in the back of the stable, he ambled out in
search of some breakfast. On the corner
he met Sheriff Walsh.

“Howdy?” said the sheriff. “Any more
trouble? Nope? Well, then, come on and
let’s eat.”

While they were waiting for the food
to prepare, Hugh Kells entered the saloon,
glanced about, and walked over to their
table.

“Set and eat,” invited the sheriff. “I
done had my breakfast, but I didn’t want
Hatfield to be lonesome, so I'm havin’ a
mite of a snack with him. Better make
that five eggs for me, waiter, and a
double helpin’ of ham.”

While they ate, Hatfield carefully
studied Kells. He certainly did not act or
appear like a man who had attempted
murder not twelve hours before and was
now sitting at table with his intended vic-
tim. But he was the only person other
than the sheriff who knew for a certainty
where Hatfield intended spending the
night.

“Of course,” the Lone Wolf mused,
“some jigger might have overheard what
the sheriff said to me, although' nobody
was standing close to the table at the

time. Also, it wasn’t impossible that I
was tailed to the livery stable. After all
I havent a thing on him. A big jigger
with his clothes covered with desert dust
and with dark blue eyes that could easily
be mistaken for black.

“But that isn’t enough to really fasten
suspicion on a feller. Wouldn't be sur-
prised if there are quite a few men in the
section who could answer that description,
fairly well. We'll just wait and see which
way the pickle squirts.”

Sheriff Walsh finished his ham and
eggs first. “Got a chore to do,” he said,
and lumbered out. Hatfield and Kells
rolled cigarettes and sat smoking in
silence, which the latter finally broke.

“How’d you like to ride out to my place
with me?” he suggested. Hatfield con-
sidered. The offer had certain attractions,
and just as definite drawbacks. He re-
flected, however, that Kells would hardly
lead him into a trap with the whole town
knowing they had ridden off together.
Sheriff Walsh would be asking questions,
did he, Hatfield, not appear again, ques-
tions that would be hard to answer.

“Okay,” he agreed. “Reckon it isn’t a
bad notion. Nothing to do right now.”

“I want to talk to you,” Kells elabor-
ated, “and want to show you something
tha,'f may interest you. All set? Let’s

Hatfield got his horse. They rode out
of town, circled the canyon wall and
headed east. To the south was rangeland,
rolling toward the Rio Grande. To the
west the hills sent out long granite claws
with narrow, grass grown valleys be-
tween them. To the east, the vista was
much the same. The wide canyons were
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grass grown and dotted with chaparral.
Far beyond, Hatfield could see where the
hills petered out to the east to give way
to more rolling prairie.

“A good looking country,” he observed
to Kells.

“Yes,” replied the other. “Fine cow-
country, though a mite hard to work.
Plenty of minerals in the hills, too. Over
to the west are half a dozen paying mines.
They have their stamps in Sanders.”

HEY had covered perhaps half of

the miles Kells said was the distance
to his ranchhouse, when they observed
a horseman riding toward them at a
swift pace. As he drew nearer, Hatfield
saw that he was a young man, slender
with the steely slenderness of an un-
sheathed rapier blade, about six feet tall
and finely formed.

His face reminded Hatfield of a medal-
lon he had once seen of the Roman
Emperor Tiberius Caesar. There was the
dark hair curling over the broad fore-
head, the large well opened eyes of cold
gray, the powerful arched nose, the dis-
dainful mouth. It was a handsome face,
arrogant, prideful, sure of itself. -

As he drew nearer, the rider slowed
his big black to a walk. He reined in, his
mount at a slant, all but blocking the
trail. The cold eyes flickered from Kells
to Hatfield, looked him up and down.
Kells pulled up and so did Hatfield, within
arm’s length of the newcomer, who ap-
parently dismissed him from his mind
and centered his attention on Kells.

“So youre bringin’ in double-holster
men to do your work for you, Kells?” he
remarked in tones that dripped contempt.

Kells flushed slightly, but when he
spoke, his voice was quiet.

“I notice you pack two guns, Cowdry,”
he remarked.

“But I don’t use ’em to shoot folks in
the back!” Cowdry blazed.

Kells’ hand flashed to his holster. But
Cowdry’s draw was like the flicker of sun-
beam on a wave crest. Jim Hatfield, lung-
ing forward, caught his wrist in the split
second of time vouchsafed him, jerking
it up with a sideways wrench that spun
the gun from Cowdry’s hand. Cowdry
instantly drew with his left, but again
Hatfield was there first.

And this time the Lone Wolf meant busi-

ness. Cowdry screamed in agony as his
wrist bones were ground together as by
the jaws of an iron vice. Sweat popped
out on his face, sickly white under the
tan. The second gun dropped from his
nerveless fingers.

“A—a little more and you’'ll break the
left one!” he panted. “If you do—I'll—
I'll kill you!”

“Would be considerable of a chore with
both your arms in good shape,” Hatfield
told him, easing his grip a trifle. “Behave
if I turn you loose?”

“Y-yes, dang you!” Cowdry gasped.
“Let 0',,

Hatﬁeld released him. Cowdry glared,
his face twisted with rage, and nursed
his aching wrists.

“I don’t know what this is all about,”
Hatfield said, “but I never saw a short-
horzn killing do anything much good. And
you spoke plumb out of turn, feller. No-
body brought me in here, and nobody’s
moving me out till I'm ready to trail my
rope. And any gun slinging I do will be
on my own account. Ready to go, Kells?”

Wordless, Kells moved his horse for-
ward in unison with Hatfield’s. The Lone
Wolf did not lock back, but Kells did.

“Don’t think for a minute he - ain’t
plumb capable of shootin’ in the back,”
he warned grimly.

“He won't do much gun pointing for
a few minutes yet,” Hatfield replied con-
fidently.

Kells shook his heac. ‘“Reckon vou're
right,” he agreed. “Feller, I'd sure hate
to have you get your hands around my
neck!”

Hatfield smiled slightly, and changed
the subject.

“What was the feller on the prod so
for?” he asked.

2 E believes I killed nis uncle, Walt
béﬁ Cowdry,” adding bitterly, “and
so do a lot more folks, I reckon. You see,
Walt Cowdry and me had some trouble.
Last week Walt Cowdry was killed, as
I told you last night. Found shot in the
back, in the mouth of Moon Valley. No-
body accused me of doin’ him in, but I
know what folks are thinkin’,

“Young Bern Cowdry has done con-
siderable talkin’, I know, but I let it
pass, till today. This was the first time
he ever braced me to my face. -Reckon
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I'd have got mine today if you hadn’t
been along. He’s plumb pizen with a gun,
and mean as a teased snake.”

‘““Peared a trifle ringey,” Hatfield ad-
mitted. What he did not mention to Kells
was that, to all appearances, Cowdry had
deliberately tried to taunt the older man
into reaching,

“And he knew Kells wouldn't have a
chance,” Hatfield told himself. “Say, this
is a nice section, all right!”

For some minutes they rode in silence.
When Hatfield finally spoke, his voice was
casual.

“What did you and Walt Cowdry have
trouble over?” he asked.

Kells seemed to hesitate, shooting a
sideways glance at the Ranger.

“Tell you about hat later,” he replied.

Hatfield nodded, and did not pursue the
subject. He felt that Kells would talk
when he was ready, and not before.

A little later they rounded a bend and
Kells pointed ahead.

“There’s Moon Valley,” he said.

From the slantwise view of it, Hat-
field could see that the valley was really
but a wide canyon walled by high cliffs,
and appeared pretty heavily brush grown.
In fact, nothing much could be made of
the valley because of the stand of tall
chaparral choking its mouth.

Another half mile, and a broad and well
raveled trail showed running through
the chaparral. They turned into this trail
and Hatfield heard a familiar grinding,
rumbling sound.

“What in blazes?” he exclaimed.
stamp mill!”

“That’s rigl,lt,” Kells replied. “I stamp
my own ore.

They rode swiftly up the trail. Sud-
denly the chaparral belt ended and the
broad expanse of Moon Valley lay be-
fore them.

The canyon was excellently grass
grown for as far as Hatfield could see.
It was dotted with groves and bristles of
growth. There were plenty of cows in
sight. A stream of water ran down one
side. The canyon appeared to box at a
dis ance of perhaps ten miles to the north.

“A good looking range,” he remarked
to Kells. “And you ’pear to be doing
plenty of other business, too.”

A few hundred yards ahead, and near
the west wall of the canyon was the stamp

“A

mill. The air vibrated to the rumble of
the huge steel pestles doing their cease-
less dance that ground the ore into a
watery paste, from which the precious
metal would be extracted by the amal-
gam process.

The mill was not large, but the build-
ing that housed it was well constructed
and new. Hatfield could see the arch of
the mine tunnel that pierced the canyon
wall, from which a cart laden with ore
was just appearing.

Some distance beyond the mill was a
ranchhouse, evidently much older than
the mine buildings. Its site was good, in
a afrove of burr oaks, and a barn and cor-
ral and a few smaller buildings were in
good repair.

“Yes, this is the Tumbling K, and over
there,” said Kells, “is the reason for my
row with Walt Cowdry.”

Hatfield stared. Kells had gestured to-
ward neither mine, mill nor ranchhouse.
He was pointing to a complacent lookin;
black pig rooting around at the edge o
the chaparral.

= ]
CHAPTER V
Pocket Pig

ELLS chuckled. “Yes,” he said,

“that darn old boar is to blame for
everything. But I'll start at the begin-

“Walt Cowdry owned just about all of
this section, from over here on east and
around to the north where the hills peter
out. He held a heap more land than he
had any use for. So when I came back
to this country and wanted to set up in
business for myself, he sold me Moon
Valley, at a very reasonable price, and
enough cows to start up with. That was
about a year back.

“Well, I like pork chops, and right after
I moved in and got going, I bought that
boar and a few sows and turned ’em loose
here to make out on the mesquite beans
and so forth.”

Hatfield nodded. “I see,” he remarked,
beginning to get the drift of what was
coming.

“Uh-huh,” Kells continued. “Less than
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two weeks later, it happened. Last night
you told me you know something about
mining. Well, then you know that hogs
are plumb good pocket miners. They
root around the bushes and turn up little
piles of dirt. Then along comes a rain
and washes the piles down and exposes
the gold, if there happens to be any
around, sometimes right over a pocket.
Well, that’s just what happened. That
old curly-tail rooted up a pile not over
far from the cliff face. A rain came and
washed the dirt down, and exposed a
nice hunk of gold bearin’ quartz. I'd had
some experience with minin’ over in
California, while I was wandering around,
and I knew right off that hunk wasn’t
glacier drift or water float. I knew it had
been busted loose from a parent body,
perhaps by a stroke of lightnin’, or by
cracking brought about by frost and
thaws. Anyhow, there it was.”

“So you started hunting for the seurce,”
Hatfield interpolated.

“That’s right,” admitted Kells. *“I
started huntin’. The logical place to look,
of course, was the cliff face. The vein
was there. Not strange that it had never
been hit on before. There must have been
a tremendous upheaval here, millions of
years back, and those cliffs were thrust
up.
“There are two distinct rock formations.
The outer one is not gold bearing quartz.
The second layer is quartz. Somehow or
other a section of the outer rock sluffed
off, a very narrow section. I'd say freez-
ing water seepin’ into the cracks durin’
the years was the cause. Anyhow, back
in that narrow cleft was the outcroppin’
of the vein.

“Nacherly I did some careful investigat-
in’. I decided the vein was worth work-
ing. It was. It ain’t any Mother Lode,
but I've been gettin’ metal in payin’ quan-
tities. I figger if I knew more about the
business, I'd do a heap better.

“I borrowed money on the spread and
on the prospective output of the mine,
built the stamp mill and went to work.
I'll admit I’'m runnin’ pretty close to the
ragged edge, and if I can’t do a mite bet-
ter, I may have trouble when my notes
fall due, but I was always purty good
on takin’ chances—that’s how I got my
stake to buy the spread, poker winnin’s
and so on.”

“A nice layout, anyhow,” Hatfield said
with approval.

Kells nodded. “And I'd hate to lose it,”
he said. “But to come to Walt Cowdry.
When Cowdry heard about my gold
strike, he pawed sod for fair. You see,
that darn pig twirled his loop right after
I moved in. I hadn’t been here even a
month. Cowdry right off accused me of
knowin’ the gold ledge was there all the
time, and flim-lammin’ him out of a valu-
able property.

“I couldn’t convince him any different.
T privately offered to cut him in on the
mine—equal shares—but he was the sort
that when he got on the prod, he wouldn't
listen to anything. Called me about every-
thing he could lay his hand to. I took
it, ’cause I knew he felt he was right. He
never got over it.

“Got worse as time went on, in fact.
About ten days ago he met me in town,
cut loose for fair, and actually pulled his
gun on me. I turned my back on him
and walked away, with him yellin’ at me
to stand and fight and swearin’ he'd get
me sooner or later.”

Kells paused to roll and light a cigarette,
his eyes somber.

“Then,” he concluded, “two days after
our rukus in town, Walt Cowdry’s body
was found right out there at the mouth
%f ll\(’loon Valley. Hed been shot in the

ack.”

IM HATFIELD nodded thoughtfully.
“Sort of put you on a spot,” he
agreed. “Did Cowdry have any enemies?”

“Not that anybody appeared to know
about,” Kells admitted. “Of course, there’s
Roma’s Raiders. They’ve been raisin’
hell and shovin’ a chunk under the corn-
er in this section for the past eight or
nine months. Sheriff Walsh brought that
up, and I've a notion quite a few other
folks agreed with him. But there are
plenty of others who are mighty sus-
picious of me. It’s even been talked some
that I might be Roma hisself. Nobody
knows for sure what he looks like, and
he started operatin’ not so long after I
came back here. You know how that
sort of talk builds up. Young Bern Cow-
dry is plumb certain I did in his unecle,
and says so.”

“Did Bern Cowdry inherit his uncle’s
property”’ Hatfield asked.
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Kells shook his head. “Nope,” he re-
plied. “Walt Cowdry left a daughter, and
nacherly she came into everything. Bern’s
father was Walt Cowdry’s older brother
by a couple of years. He—got killed in
Arizona a little less than a year ago.

That’s how young Bern came to live with
his uncle.”

Kells momentary hesitation when
speaking of Walt Cowdry’s brother’s
death was not lost on Hatfield. He won-
dered why, but did not comment or ques-
tion at the moment.

“And now,” continued Kells, “comes
what I wanted to talk to you about. You
say you know somethin’ about minin’?”

Hatfield nodded.’

“Much?” Kells persisted.

“Considerable,” Hatfield conceded. He
did not see fit, at the moment, to tell Kells
that before he joined up with the Rang-
ers he had had three years in a famous
college of enginering, that he had never
lost interest in the subject and had in
the years that followed kept up his
studies, and had more than once put
his knowledge to good use in the course
of his Ranger activities.

“I know mighty little about it,” Kells
admitted. “I worked around mines in
California and got the hang of how it was
done, but when it comes to real knowl-
edge of the business, I just ain’t there.
I can’t help but feel that if I knowed more,
the mine would be doin’ better. It did
quite well at first, but of late it hasn’t
been doin’ near so well. I can't figger it,
but also I can’t figger what to do about
it.

“What I want to ask you, will you take
over here and run things for me. I'll pay
you considerable more than a chore of
ridin’ will. I know what that is, and a
feller never gets very far at forty-per
and found. I got my start after I got
away from a rope and brandin’ iron.
What do you say?”

Hatfield did not speak for a moment.
“Suppose we look things over first,’” he
suggested. “Then Ill talk to you, tell
you what I think.”

“Fine!” exclaimed Kells. “We’ll do
that before we eat, if it’s okay with you.”
He called a wrangler to take care of the
horses.

First they gave the stamp mill a once-
over. Hatfield decided it was a good two-

stamp mill with a capacity sufficient to
handle the output of the mine, for the
present, at least. The mill workers
seemed to know their business. They
regarded Hatfield curiously, and the Lone
Wolf noted that there was a drawing to-
gether of heads in low-voiced conversa-
tion after he passed a group.

The engine room and the boiler that
provided power for the steam drills also
proved satisfactory. Then they provided
themselves with cap lights and -entered
the mine tunnel.

As they progressed along the bore, Hat-
field examined the side walls minutely
and with interest. As he did so, his black
brows drew together until the concentra-
tion furrow was deep between them, a
sure sign the Lone Wolf was doing some
hard thinking.

INALLY they reached the end of the

bore, where the drills chattered,
sledges thudded and the scrape of loading
shovels echoed from the walls. A number
of drill men and other workers were busy
there.

Hatfield examined the cutting without
comment, watched the progress of the
drilling for a while, selected specimens of
the ore being brought down and scruti-
nized them intently.

As in the mill, he noticed a drawing
together of heads and low voiced observa-
tions.

“Let’s go eat,” he abruptly said to
Kells. “I'll talk with you outside.”

At the comfortably furnished ranch-
house, an old Mexican cook set a good
meal before them. Kells talked about the
ranch and the mine, but Hatfield was
mostly silent, apparently deep in thought.
After they had finished eating, they ad-
journed to the living room for a smoke.

“Well?” Kells asked at length. “What
do you say? Goin’ to tie up with me?”

Hatfield let the full force of his long
green eyes rest on the other’s face for a
moment.

“Yes,” he said, “under a condition.”

“What’s that?”

“Under the condition that I am in full
charge, absolutely and without reserva-
tion, to do whatever I see fit, to issue any
orders I feel are necessary. If you coun-
termand even one order that I give, I'm
through.”
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ELLS stared at him, slightly be-

wildered. The steady green eyes
did not waver. The mine owner instinc-
tively realized that Hatfield meant just
what he said, no more, no less. He also
sensed a rising conviction within himself
that this tall, level-eyed cowboy knew
what he was talking about.

“Done!” he exclaimed. “From now on,
everybody is takin’ orders from you, in-
cludin’ myself.”

“Funny,” he added with a chuckle,
“I ain’t knowed you twenty-four hours,
and here I am puttin’ my whole business
in your hands. You're a strange sort of
feller, Hatfield. I felt that last night when
Sheriff Walsh took to you like he did.
Walsh don’t usually like anybody over
much, or anything else he can’t eat. I've a
notion most everybody you meet takes
to yuh.”

“Not quxte,” Hatfield smiled. “Allright,
let’s go.”

He stood up, hltched his cartridge belts
a trifle higher. His face had suddenly set
in bleak lines and Kells noticed that his
strangely colored eyes had changed. No
longer were they the green of a summer
sea under sunny skies. Now they were
the color of that same sea under winter’s
lowering storm clouds, a cold and smoky

ay. Kells abruptly felt funny along his
%f!ckbone, he couldn’t say why.

“The mine first,” Hatfield said as they
left the house. “We’ll stop at the mill
later.”

With long, lithe strides he led the way
slong the tunnel, standing aside from time
tc time to let mule carts laden with ore
rumble past. They reached the head of
the bore. Kell's shout called the workers
from their tasks.

“Boys,” he said, “this is Mr. Hatfield.
He’s in charge here from now on, absol-
utely. Whatever he says goes.”

Hatfield gazed at the ring of curious
faces for a moment.

“Who'’s in charge of the drillers here?”
he asked abruptly.

A big hulking man with an enormous
spread of shoulders and long, hairy arms
stepped forward. He had bristling red
hair, truculent dark eyes, and a stubble
of reddish beard.

“I'm running things here,”
in surly tones.

“That so?”’ Hatfield asked. “Well, just

he growled

what is the notion of making the cut
partly through the casing rock—rock that
has about as much metal content as a
grindstone?”

The big fellow glared. “You tryin’ to
tell me my business?”’ he rumbled men-
acingly.

“Exactly,” Hatfield replied. “Either you
don’t know your business, or you're delib-
erately pulling something. Which is it
—ignorance or slick-ironing?”

The driller boss ﬂushed scarlet. His
hair seemed to bristle. es glared.
With a roar of rage he rusheg bxs huge
fists swinging.

Hatfield hit him, left and right. He
went down fast and flat. With another
yell he bounded to his feet, blood spurt-
ing from his cut lips. Again he rushed,
striking out with terrific force.

Hatfield weaved aside, and hit him
again with both hands. Again he went
down, gasping and floundering.

But he could take it. He scrambled to
his feet, a trifle more slowly this time,
and again he rushed. Hatfield side-
stepped, but his foot came down on a frag-
ment of rock and for an instant he stag-
gered, half off balance. The big man’s
fist found its mark, thudding against the
Ranger’s jaw.- Hatfield reeled back
against the side wall, and with a yell of
Eiltfmph, the driller rushed in for the

ill,

He met a straight right that stopped
him in mid stride. As he sagged on his
feet, Hatfield’s left lashed out with every
ounce of his two hundred pounds of bone
and muscle behind it. The smack against
the driller’s jaw was like to tha* of a
butciier’s cleaver on a side of meat.

HE big feliow seemed to grow wings.

He flew through the air, great limbs
revelving, landed on his back, and stayed
there. Hatfield rubbed his tingling
knuckles and spoke, his voice quiet, un-
hurried.

“Pack him outside and throw a bucket
of water over him,” he directed. “When
he gets his senses back, tell him not to
be around when I-come out or he’ll get a
real working over. Now who is there
here that's capable of taking charge of
the drilling.

There was a moment of hesitation, then
a wizened little old fellow stepped for-
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ward. His faded blue eyes met Hatfield's
without flinching.

“Reckon I can do it,” he said, “so long
as I'm workin' for somebody who knows
what he’s doin’ and gives straight orders.
My name’s Tom Barnes.”

“Okay, Barnes,” Hatfield instantly re-
plied. “You are in charge of the work
here.” He turned to Kells.

“What were you paying that horned
toad they'’re packing out?” he asked.

Kells named the sum.

Hatfield nodded. “Barnes gets ten dol-
lars more per,” he said. right, Bar-
nes, how would you change the cutting
from here on?”

The old man reacted without hesi-
tation, making his suggestions precisely
and to the point. Hatfield nodded with
satisfaction,

“l won’t need to tell you much,” he
said. “Okay, Mr. Barnes, get your drills
going. T'll check with you tomorrow.
Come on, Kells, let’s look the mill over
again. We're not needed here.”

As they headed down the tunnel, the
bewildered owner turned to Hatfield.

“What in blazes is it all about?” he
demanded.

“I don’t know,” Hatfield replied grim-
ly. “For some reason or other, that head
driller was veering the cutting away from
the lode. Half the rock they were bring-
ing down was absolutely worthless.”

“But wouldn’t the others know that?”
Kells asked.

“Not necessarily,” Hatfield replied.
“They are drillers and laborers, not min-
ers in the real sense of the word. I'm
pretty sure that old feller, Barnes, had
caught on, from the way he answered me.
And I think the mill men were puzzled
about the kind of rock they were getting
for the stamps. But the casing and the
gangue—the metal bearing rock—is al-
most identical in appearance, and this is,
comparatively speaking, low-grade ore
that does not have an outstanding metal
veining or flecking. I'd give most of the
workers the benefit of the doubt. Barnes,
I'm pretty sure, caught on, as I said, but
figured it was best for him to keep his
mouth shut. You can’t blame him. That
head driller was a pretty salty proposi-
tion.”

“I know all the men were scairt of him,”
Kells agreed. “But you handled him like

he was a scrub calf.”

“He was awkward on his feet and lost
his temper,” Hatfield deprecated. “Glad
he didn't get his arms around me.”

“Uh-huh,” Kells remarked dryly, “so
am I. You and me might have been ex-
plainin’ a killin’ to Sheriff Walsh, I ain’t
forgot what you did to Bern Cowdry
when you took hold of him. And Bern
ain’t no pushover for anybody.

“But why in blazes was Purdy, the
head driller, doin’ what he was?” Kells
demanded in perplexity.

Hatfield shrugged. “For some reason
he wanted to cut your production down,”
he replied. “What that reason was and
what was back of it are something else
again. I've a notion your next mill clean-
up will show quite a rise in metal.”

Just then they met the four returning
laborers who had been assigned the chore
of packing Purdy’s unconscious form to
the outside.

“He come to before we made it to the
tunnel mouth,” one of them explained.
“He cussed somethin’ awful, but he kept
on goin’.”

“Reckon he’s headed down the valley
by now,” Kells chuckled. “He kept a
horse in the barn and rode to town most
every night. The other men sleep in a
bunkhouse I built for ’em back of the
house, and eat there. They usually stay
here at night except on paydays. Then
I have 'em druv over to Sanders for a
bust. They all seem to be purty good
men.”

Hatfield nodded, but reserved decision.
He strongly suspected that at least one
of the mill workers was in cahoots with
Purdy.

ATFIELD spent the remainder of
the day going over assay reports,
production sheets and other details with
Kells. “I don’t see any reason why you
won'’t be doing as well from now on as you
did the first few months of operations,” he
told the owner. “You evidently showed a
fair profit on your investment at first, but
of late I'd say you haven’t done much
more than break even.”
“That’s right,” Kells agreed.
Hatfield pondered a moment.
“Anybody tried to buy you out here?”
he asked suddenly.
“Why, no,” Kells replied. “Reckon
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everybody hereabouts knows I wouldn’t
sell. Everybody knows I'm most in-
“terested in makin’ Moon Valley a payin’
cow ranch, and makin’ a home of the
place. If the mine should fail up tomor-
row, I wouldn't be pertickler bothered,
s0 long as I could hold on to the spread.”
“But suppose the mine did peter out
and you couldn’t meet your notes, or
even the interest?” Hatfield asked.
“Well,” said Kells, “in that case, I
reckon the bank at Sanders would find it-
self in the cow business.”
“I see,” Hatfield nodded thoughtfully.
Hatfield was even more thoughtful as
he sat in his room in the ranchhouse that
night, before going to bed.

“It’s like everything else that’s been
happening since I landed in this section,”
he thought. “It just doesn’t make sense.
From all appearances, somebody hired
that slick-iron Purdy to cut production at
the mine. It was being done in a smart
way, too. He could have veered the cut-
ting still more and left the vein alto-
gether.

“But that was liable to cause somebody
to get suspicious. Kells, or the bank,
which has an interest in the success or
failure of the mine, might have hired a
mining engineer to try and relocate the
lost vein. And then the jig would have
been up. But a slow and steady decrease
in production is something else again. It
is a logical occurrence in workings like
this one. Would indicate a gradual peter-
ing out of the lode. That has happened
in lots of places. They have had a good
chance to get away with it.

“But why? Why should anybody be
so anxious to put Kells out of business?
To get hold of the mine? There is where
it doesn’t make sense. The ore is low-
grade ore, with little chance of ever be-
ing anything else. It will make Kells some
money, but it won’t make him rich. Why
should anybody cook up a dangerous
scheme like that, one that would send
somebody to the penitentiary if the facts
came to light, just to get control of such
a property?

“No, it sure doesn’t make sense, but
there it is. And who is back of it? Purdy
certainly wasn’t acting on his own. He
hasn’t got that kind of brains. Just a
stupid hired hand, and the sort ready to
doublecross anybody for small pay. Per-

haps I'd have done better to have kept
him on for a spell. Might have learned
something.”

He drew the tiny opal-eyed image from
his pocket and studied it long and earnest-
ly. The demoniac little face seemed to
leer at him derisively.

“This thing is the key to the explana-
tion, or I'm a heap mistaken,” he mused.
“But what that can be, I’ve not the least
notion. Well, it doesn’t much matter, any-
how. My business here- now is to run

~down Roma’s Raiders, whoever they may

be.”

The night was quite warm, so Hatfield
put out the light and sat for a while be-
side the open window. He was thinking
of turning in when his keen ears caught
the sound of stealthy footsteps on the
ground below. He leaned forward, peer-
ing into the darkness. A moment later
he was almost sure he saw a shadowy
figure cross the open space between the
ranchhouse and the mill

The figure did not reappear, however,
and there was no further sound. After
some minutes of watching and listening,
Hatfield was about to dismiss the whole
occurrence as a figment of his imagina-
tion. But as he turned from the window
to prepare for bed, he saw a flicker of
light in the direction of the mill. It re-
appeared, stronger and brighter, and ab-
ruptly became a reddish glow rising and
spreading.

An instant later, Hatfield was pound-
ing down the stairs, roaring “fire’” at the
top of his voice.

CHAPTER VI
Cold-decked

LARMED shouts sounded from the
workers’ quarters in the rear of the
ranchhouse. Answering yells came from
the bunkhouse by the corral. Men came
pouring forth in all stages of undress.
“Water!” Hatfield thundered at them.,
“The mill's afire.”
He led the rush to the building, crashed
open the door and leaped inside.
The fire was burning briskly in a far
corner, crackling the oil soaked floor

(-
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boards, leaping up the tinder-dry wall.

With buckets, tubs and anything that
came to hand, the workers attacked the
flames. A line was formed to the nearby
creek and the containers passed from
hand to hand.

Hatfleld and Kells and two of the cow-
hands fought the flames with the water
the bucket line passed them in a con-
tinuous stream of containers, sloshing it
against the burning wall, stamping out the
spreading smoulders on the floor.

For minutes it was touch and go, for
a brisk wind blowing up the valley fanned
the fire and sent it leaping and roaring
toward the roof.

Gradually, however, they got the flames
under control. The whole end wall of the
mill was blackened and blistered by the
time the last ember was drowned out.

“How did you come to spot it, Hatfield?”
Kells asked, wiping his grimy face.

“Just good luck,” the Ranger replied.
“Was standing by the open window and
just getting ready to go to bed when I
saw it flicker up.

“Well, if you hadn’t, we would have
lost the mxll " Kells declared with convic-
tion. “If she'd gotten just a mite more
of a start there would have been no
stoppin’ it, with this wind blowin’. Much
obliged, feller.”

“Don’t thank me,” Hatfield chuckled.
“Tﬁl’ink I want to find myself out of a
jo .”

Kells glanced around, to insure that
there was no spark still smouldering

“Reckon some careless jigger dropped
a burnin’ cigarette,” he growled “If these
fellers had ever got caught in a grass
fire out on the range, they'd be more care-
ful how they throw l)utts around.”

Hatfield said nothing, but he had his
own very definite opinion as to how the
fire started.

The following morning, the identity
of the mysterious night prowler Hat-
field saw: was pretty well established.
Also, Hatfield’s suspicion that Purdy must
have had a sidekick in the mill working
with him was confirmed.

“Shelton, the foreman, ain’t here this

mornin’,” a mill hand informed Kells. “He

ust have slid out durin’ the night. His
ed wasn't slept in.”

Hatfield was not particularly surprised.

“Purdy couldn’t very well have gotten

by with what he was doing unless he had
somebody working with him in the mill,”
he told Kells. “And it was sort of logical
to think that somebody would be the mill
foreman. I didn’t say anything to you
yesterday, because I didn’t want to chance
casting suspicion on a jigger who might
be plumb innocent.”

Briefly, he told Kells of what he had
seen and heard from the window of his
room just before he spotted the fire.

“That was Shelton, all right,” he con-
cluded. “The sidewinder made a last try
to make trouble before he trailed his
rope.”

“You figger he started the fire?”

“Of course, who else! I knew last night
it had been deliberately set. The minute
I busted into the mill I smelt burning oil.
The whole floor and wall in that corner
was drenched with it. Check up and you'll
find a couple of containers are missing.”

Kells swore viciously. “I'd sure like to
line sights with that firebug,” he con-
cluded. “But why did he do it? To get
even for us firin’ Purdy?”

“He would have put you on a bad
spot, right now, if the mill had been de-
stroyed.” Hatfield remarked. “Somebody
is trying mighty hard to put you out of
business, Kells.”

“But why?” asked the bewildered own-
er.

“That’s what I would like to know,” Hat-
field replied. “But it sure looks like some-
body is almighty anxious to have you fail

up. Got any bad enemies that you know
of?”

ELLS shook his head. “Not unless

you'd call Bern Cowdry an enemy,”

he replied. “Cowdry ain’t got no use for

me, but he don’t strike me as the sort

that would do a thing like settin’ fire to
the mill to even up.”

Hatfield had already formed a like
opinion.

“Was Cowdry unfrlendly to you before
his uncle got cashed in” he asked.

“No,” Kells replied positively. “We
weren’t friends, but there was never any
hard feelings before Walt Cowdry was
drygulched. Bern was always civil enough
when we happened to meet, which wasn’t
over often.”

“That would ap 1gear to let Bern Cowdry
out of it,” Hatfleld saild. “For Purdy had



M TEXAS RANGERS

been pulling his stunt for the past three
months, or so. The production sheets
show that plainly.”

Several busy days followed. First of all,
Hatfield gave careful attention to the
stamp mill and its employees. The opera-
tion of resolving the gold from the ore
was a tedious and intricate process. Two
tall, upright rods of iron, as large as a
man’s ankle, and heavily shod with a
mass of steel and iron at their lower ends,
were framed together like a gate. These
rods rose and fell, one after the other,
in a ponderous dance in an iron box
called a battery. Each stamp weighed six
hundred pounds.

The ore was shovelled into the battery
and the ceaseless dance of the stamps
pulverized the rock to powder. A stream
of water that trickled into the battery
turned it into a creamy paste. The minute
particles were driven through a fine wire
screen that fitted close around the battery,
and were washed into great tubs warmed
by super-heated steam. These were the
amalgamating pans.

The mass of pulp in the pans was kept
constandly stirred by revolving mullers.
A quantity of quicksilver was kept al-
. ways in the battery, and this seized some
" of the liberated particles of gold and held
onto them. Quicksilver was shalken in a
fine shower into the pans, also, about
every half hour, through a buckskin
sack. Quantities of coarse salt and sul-
phate of copper were added from time
to time to assist in the amalgamation by
destroying base metals which coated the
gold and would not let it unite with the
quicksilver,

Streams of muddy water flowed always
from the pans and were carried off in
broad wooden troughs to the outside.
Atoms of gold floated on the top of the
water. Coarse blankets were laid in the
troughs to catch them, and little riffles
charged with quicksilver were placed
here and there across the troughs also.

The riffles had to be cleaned and the
blankets washed out every evening, to get
the accumulations of metal.

Many times during the day a little of
the pulp was scooped from the pans and
washed in a horn spoon till nothing was
left in the spoon but some little dull
globules of quicksilver in the bottom. If
they were too soft and yielding, salt of

sulphate of copper was added to the
pan. If the globules were crisp to the
touch and would retain a dent, they had
collected all the gold they could seize and
hold. Which meant the pans needed a
fresh charge of quicksilver.

At the end of the week the machinery‘

was stopped for the clean-up. The pulp
was taken from the pans and batteries
and the mud and other rubbish washed
away. The accumulated mass of quick-
silver with its imprisoned gold was
molded into heavy, compact balls.

Then the balls were placed in an iron
retort that had a pipe leading from it to
a container of water. A roasting heat
was applied to the retort. The quicksilver
turned to vapor, escaped through the pipe
into the container and the water turned
the vapor back into quicksilver once
more, which could be used over in the
process of amalgamation.

The retart was opened and the lump
of practically pure gold-was taken out.
This was melted up and made mta&bnck
by pouring it into an iron mold.

All these intricacies required careful
supervision and each was vulnerable to
sabotage of one sort or another.

But before two days had passed, Hat-
field was satisfied that no more of the
workers in the mill had been implicated
in the plot.

“Us fellers had a mighty good notion
something was going on,” the stamp man
he elevated to the position of foreman
confided. “We knew we were gettin’ rock
for the batteries that had no business
there. But Purdy and Shelton were cold
propositions to go up against. So we just
decided to lay low and hope that things
would work out. And they did.”

The work in the mine was also pro-
gressing satisfactorily. Old Tom Barnes
proved capable and trustworthy, and in
possession of a fund of mining lore that
steadily improved production.

“A straight cut ain’t the thing for this
lode,” he told Hatfield. “She’s a zig-zag
vein. So I figger to make lateral cuts
along with the main bore, if it’s okay with
you.”

“Go to it Hatfield told him. “I see
you know your business. I'll check with
you from time to time, and I'll try and im-

prove the ventilating system. Those later-
al cuts will be hot and dusty if we don’t
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take care of them. We don’t want any ac-
cidents.”

“We won’t have any,” Barnes declared.
“I'm keepin’ a close eye on everything
that goes on.”

“There’ll be bonuses for increased pro-
duction,” Hatfield promised. “You can
pass the word along.”

Barnes departed to take care of the
chore, grinning with pleasure.

Hatfield decided on a trip to town to
arrange for equipment needed to install
the improved ventilation system he prom-
ised Barnes, the head driller.

“You handle it,” Kells told him. “You
know all about it, and I don’t. Hutchin-
son’s general store will place the order
for you and make delivery.”

- Hatfield reached Sanders without inci-
dent.- After completing his business at
the general store, he dropped in on Sher-
iff Walsh for a visit. He found the sheriff
in a very bad temper.

“The Bar B lost a hundred cows night
before last,” Walsh explained. “Old Man
Brady is fit to be hogtied. This is gettin’
serious, Hatfield. This is cow-country,
minin’ is just a side line, and a thing like

this can plumb ruin the section if it keeps
up. We ain’t got any big spreads here-
abouts and the boys can’t stand such
losses. It’ll mean goin’ out of business for
them if it ain’t stopped.”

“Where did they go?” Hatfield asked.

“South to the River and across,” re-
plied the sheriff. “There’s a prime market
for wet cows the other side of the Rio
Grande right now. I trailed ’em to the
river, but they had too much start.”

“And you figure the outfit you call
Roma’s Raiders is responsible?”

“Of course,” growled the sheriff. “Who
else?”

“How did they get to be called Roma’s
Raiders?” Hatfield asked. “Sort of an un-
usual sounding name.”

“A few years back there was a Mexican
owlhoot named Roma who kicked up a
lot of trouble hereabouts,” said the sher-
iff. “But the Rangers killed him and
busted up his outfit. When this new bunch
started operatin’, somebody said it must
be Roma’s Raiders back, and the name
stuck, that’s all.”

“And now everything is Roma’s Raid-
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ers,” Hatfield remarked thoughtfully “No
matter what happens, Roma's Raiders get
blamed for it, even though the chores may
be pulled by other gangs sneakin’ in to
take advantage of opportunity. Some-
thing happens and folks say ‘Roma’s Raid-
ers’, which makes it easier for the other
bunches, and harder for the peace officer.”

“Reckon you’re right there,” agreed the
sheriff. “Did you tie onto a job with
Kells?”

Hatfield explained the work he was
doing for Kells.

“Glad to hear it,” said the sheriff. “Kells
is a first-rate cowman, but I figger he
don’t know much about minin’. He needs
somebody who does know to handle things
for him. I always liked Kells, no matter
;vhat folks have been sayin’ about him of

ate.”

“You don’t think he had anything to
do with Walt Cowdry’s death, then?”
Hatfield asked.

“No,” Walsh replied. “Kells ain’t the
sort to go shootin’ anyone in the back, I'll
bet my last peso on that. He’s purty
handy with a gun, and he ain’t got any
yaller around his backbone. He took a
heap from Walt Cowdry, but there’s a
good reason for that, as I reckon you’ll
find out sooner or later.”

ATFIELD asked the sheriff if he

could recommend a mill hand and
a driller, casually mentioning that Purdy
and Shelton had left Kells’ employ. - _

“Reckon I can find you a couple of
rock busters,” Walsh admitted. “There’s
usually one or two hangin’ around. Them
hardrock men quit jobs whenever the no-
tion strikes ’em, and take up with some
other outfit. I remember Purdy. A first-
rate rock man but a hard proposition. He
was in quite a few rukuses here in town,
till I threatened to throw him in the cala-
boose for a spell. Then he cooled down a
mite.

He used to play poker a lot with young
Bern Cowdry and a few other jiggers.
’Peared to be a purty good card player.
Usually won. Cowdry most always loses,
but stays hopeful. I don’t recall much
about Shelton. Reckon he might have
been one of the poker players if he hap-
pened to be a sidekick of Purdy’s, which
I reckon he was, seein’ that they quit
together. Nope, I ain’t seen either of ’em

durin’ the past few days.”

Hatfleld thanked the sheriff and de-
parted to the Ace-Full for a bite to eat
before riding back to the Tumbling K.

As he pushed through the swinging
doors, his glance fell on young Bern Cow-
dry sitting at a nearby table where a
poker game was in progress. Cowdry’s face
was flushed, his eyes glowing. His hands
twitched as he manipulated the cards.

“A gambling man,” Hatfield mused,
“the sort that goes for cards like some
folks go for red-eye. A regular passion
with him, I'd say. And that sort usually
loses. Too impatient and reckless. Have
to be in every pot, no matter what kind
of a hand they hold.”

Cowdry glanced up at that moment and
met the Ranger’s eyes. His face tightened,
his hands tensed, the fingers spreading
out claw-like on the green cloth.

Hatfield stood perfectly still, waiting.

But Cowdry apparently thought better
of anything he had in mind. With a swift
glare, he dropped his eyes to the cards
again and went on playing as if nothing
had happened. Hatfield walked to the
lunch counter and placed his order.

He caught a glint of Cowdry’s eyes
aimed in his direction as he left the saloon
a little later. But the young cowman did
not rise from the table or make any other
overt move.

Hatfield rode back to the Tumbhng K
very thoughtful and very

CHAPTER VII
The Trap

EVERAL days later, Kells announced

his intention of riding to town. Cer-
tain supplies needed to be replenished
and he wished to draw money from the
bank to fill the pay envelopes that would
be distributed the next day. He asked
Hatfield to accompany him.

As they rode to town, Kells talked
about matters pertaining to the mine and
the ranch, but Hatfield was mostly silent,
giving careful attention to the terrain
over which they rode. No movement of
twig or branch escaped his observation.
He studied the acfions of birds on the
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wing and of little animals in the brush.
His gaze constantly roved over the thick-
ets and hillsides. He did not expect
trouble, but he was taking no chances.
Too many sinister happenings had taken
place since his arrival in the section.

“Sanders will howl tomorrow,” Kells
chuckled. “It’s payday for all the mines.
Most of the spreads pay off, too, so every-
body can take part in the bust. Sheriff
Walsh won’t even have time to eat, and
the temper he’ll be in! Interfere with
Tom’s eatin’ and he ain’t fit to live with.”

As they entered the main street, they
saw a buckboard standing beside the rail-
road station. On the seat was a girl. Hat-
field noticed that as Kell’s eyes rested on
her, he flushed and grew ill at ease.

The girl spotted them immediately and
waved a little sun-golden hand.

“Come on over, Hugh,” she called.

Hesitantly, Kells turned his horse. He
and Hatfield dismounted beside the buck-
board. The girl leaped lightly to the
ground to greet them.

“Mary, this is Jim Hatfield, my new
mine engineer, and a mighty good friend,”
Kells introduced. “Jim, this is Mary
Cowdry.”

Mary Cowdry was not very big, except
for her eyes, which were astonishingly
so and a deep violet-blue in color. She
had a sweetly formed red mouth, a slight-
ly tip-tilted little nose with a freckle or
two delicately powdering the bridge.
There was a wholesome outdoor look
about her and her smile was engaging.
But there was a somber shadow in the
blue eyes that Hatfield felt did not belong
there. She shook hands frankly, and
smiled up at him.

And when she looked at Kells, and
Kells returned the look, abruptly a num-
ber of things that had been puzzling Hat-
field were made plain, such as Kells’ re-
luctance to tangle with old Walt Cow-
dry, the girl’s father.

‘I haven’t seen you for ages, Hugh,”
she said reproachfully.

Kells flushed miserably. “Mary,” he
replied, “you know what folks have been
sayin’,” he muttered.

“Yes, I know,” the girl replied. “but
nobody could make me believe for a mo-
ment that you had anything to do with—
with Dad’s death. You know me better
than that, Hugh. At least you ought to.”

“But then there’s Bern,” Kells pointed
out. “He’s on the prod against me for
fair.”

Mary Cowdry’s round little white chin
suddenly tilted upward and in a very firm
fashion.

“I hate to have to say it, but I own the
Cross C now, and I have all the say as
to what is done and what isn’t,” she re-
plied. “If Bern doesn’t like my—my
friends, he can go back to Arizona. Oh,
he’s a good cowman, all right, and has
been a lot of help to me and has been
most kind and considerate since—since
what happened. But he needn’t think he’s

' telling me what to do or deciding with

whom I shall associate.”

“It makes me feel a heap better to hear
you say that, Mary,” Kells said grate-
fully, “but I don’t want to make trouble
for you. You’ve had enough as it is. Why
are you in town?”

“I'm here to meet a cook who is sup-
posed to arrive on the noon train,” the
girl replied. “Charley Lake of the
Bradded L over by Rio, has two fine
Chinese working in his kitchen. He doesn’t
really need but one, so he’s letting me
have the other. The first of last week,
old Miguel left. You remember Miguel,
thtle Mexican Bern brought up from An-
gelo.

“He was a good cook, but for some rea-
son or other he cleared out all of a sud-
den, without giving notice or saying a
word to anybody. He just left. Bern rode
around to every place he thought he
might be, but couldn’t find a sign of him.
Stuffy Jones took over the kitchen and
has nearly poisoned all of us. I had to
take over myself. The boys were all
threatening to quit.”

“Stuffy has notions when it comes to
cookin’,” Kells chuckled.

“He certainly has—some notions,” the
girl replied disgustedly. ‘Sauerkraut
cooked in coffee! That was the last straw.”

“No idea why Miguel took a notion to
trail his twine?”

“None at all,” Mary answered. “He
just left. I can’t understand it. He al-
ways seemed perfectly contented.”

IM HATFIELD suddenly played a
hunch. “Ma’am,” he said, “what sort

of a looking jigger was Miguel? I met an
old Mexican out on the desert on my way
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to this section. I've a notion he was
headed for a long trip. Wonder if he
could have been your cook?”

“Why, Miguel was an old man,” the girl
described. “A little wizened old man.
Wasn't anything much to him but bones
with skin stretched over them. Looked
half starved all the time, though he
seemed healthy enough. His hair was al-
most white.”

“Sure just about fits the feller I saw,”
Hatfield replied gravely.

“Did he say where he was going?” the
girl asked.

Hatfield shook his head. “Nope, he
didn't say. Fact is, I've-a notion he didn’t
really know himself.”

“All men are that way,” Mary Cowdry
declared with the experience and convic-
tion of twenty-one. “They just go riding
off with nothing particular in mind, just
to be going somewhere.”

She shot a challenging glance at Kells
as she spoke. The big fellow grinned a
trifle sheepishly but apparently decided
he was better off not to argue the point.
He wisely changed the subject.

“That darn train is late, nearly half an
hour,” he observed. “She’s usually right
on the button.”

Other citizens appeared to be of the
same opinion. A considerable crowd had
gathered about the station, craning necks
to gaze along the twin ribbons of steel
that stretched into the east until they ap-
peared to merge into one before curving
out of sight around a bulge.

Among those present were Sheriff
Walsh and two of his deputies. The sher-
iff appeared ill at ease and was con-
stantly looking at his watch between
glances shot eastward. He waved to Kells
and Hatfield but did not offer to join
them.

“Sheriff Tom is waitin’ to guard the
mines’ payday money to the bank,” Kells
observed. “They have a big payroll over
to the west and almost always the dinero
is sent in from Rio the day before. That’s
what Walsh is here for, all right. He
wouldn’t have Jasper and Gaunt with
him like that if he was just hangin’ around
to watch the train come in.”

Another ten minutes passed, with the
parallel ribbons of steel stretching empty
into the east.

“Here she comes!” Kells suddenly ex-

claimed. “Look at her smoke!”

Around the distant curve bulged a
bouncing black dot with a dark plume
rolling back behind it. It rapidly in-
creased in size. A moment later came,
thin with distance, a long, frantic sound-
ing whistle note, followed by a series of
short toots.

“Look at her come!” chuckled Kells.
“She’s makin’ up time for fair.”

“Why,” exclaimed Mary Cowdry, “that
isn’t the train. That’s just an engine by
itself.”

Hatfield had already noted the fact.
His blackbrows drew together, his eyes
narrowed a trifle as he saw that the pilot
was smashed to kindling wood, the boiler
front cracked and battered.

On came the racing locomotive, whistle
blaring, exhaust thundering. It roared
up to the station and halted with a
screeching of brakes. While the engine
was still in motion, a blue-clad figure
dropped from the cab.

“The payroll money!” howled the con-
ductor. “They got it! They shot the mes-
senger and blowed the safe and high-
tailed. The express car is off the iron.
We cleared the stuff they’d piled on the
track and cut the engine loose and high-
balled for town.”

A wild hubbub followed. Sheriff Walsh,
by strident bellowing, got something like
order.

“Who did it?” he shouted.
happen? Where'd they go?”

“It was Roma and his bunch, who else?”
howled the conductor. “They blocked the
track on that big curve over east of the
hills. They headed north by west.”

_ “Are you plumb loco?” bawled the
sheriff. “There’s no place to go that way.
A goat can’t climb them cliffs, and north
of the hills, to the west, is that dad-dratted
desert. You sure they didn't go east or
south?”

“You think my eyes are goin’ back on
me” shouted the conductor, in injured
tones. “I had a company examination last
month. They went north, veerin’ west
around the hills. We watched 'em out of
sight. They were sure siftin’ sand. Ain’t
you goin’ after ’em?”

The sheriff swore till the air crackled.
“They got better than an hour’s start
already,” he said. “What chance I got to
pick up their trail and foller it before

“Where'd it
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dark Is the messenger dead?”

“Sure he’s dead,” snorted the conduc-
tor. “They drilled him dead center. Put
a hole in the baggagemaster’s arm, too.
They blowed that safe clean through the
roof, and peppered the coaches with lead
till everybody was layin’ on the floor.
There was a dozen of ’em.”

“Masked?”

“Of course they wore masks. Roma’s
bunch always wears masks.”

CHAPTER VIII
The Long Hunch

HE sheriff swore again, in helpless

fury. Citizens crowded around with
advice that tended but to increase
rage. Jim Hatfield strode through the
crowd, towering over those around him.
He took the sheriff by the arm and drew
him aside.

“Walsh,” he said, “are you game to play
a long hunch?”

“I’m game to play anything,” growled
the sheriff. “What you talkin’ about?”

“Just this,” Hatfield replied. “Get a
posse together and head up Sanders Can-
yon. I got a prime hunch the hellions
will head back to town by way of the
canyon. If they do, you got a good chance
to loop the lot of them.”

The sheriff stared incredulously. “Now
you done gone loco,” he declared with
conviction.

“Listen,” Hatfield urged. “I had a run-
in with a bunch the day I came to this
section, across the Tonto. They chased me
into the canyon. I went down over a
bench and a sag where they were scairt
to follow me. As soon as I was out of
range, they turned and went high-tailing
north along the canyon rim, like they
knew just where they were going.

“I figured they were heading for a place
where they could ride into the canyon.
I noticed plenty of hoof marks in that
canyon, nearly all of them leading south.
And I'd swear the bunch that jumped me
was Roma’s outfit. If they can get into
the canyon by circling to the north, it
would be plumb simple for them to slip
iéltoktown by ones and twos, after it gets

ark.”

Sheriff Walsh tugged his mustache
viciously. He glared at Hatfield, and got
the full force of the Lone Wolf’s steady
eyes in return. He tugged again, rumbled
in his throat.

“By gosh,” he exclaimed, at length, “for
all I know you may be Roma hisself, but
just the same I can’t help feelin’ you
might have somethin’ there. Will you go
along as a special?”

“Sure,” Hatfield replied. “Be glad to.
And so will Kells. With your two depu-
ties and four or five more straight shoot-
ing gents, we’ll be all set.”

“Let’s go!” yelped the sheriff. “We got
nothin’ to lose but a mite of ridin’, and
if you happen to be right—well, you sure
won’t lose nothin’ by it if I'm able ever
to do for you. Come on!”

The sheriff quickly chose his men from
the swarm of volunteers. In less than
twenty minutes the posse thundered up
the canyon, followed by the remarks of
the citizenry, most of them derisive and
skeptical.

“If this don’t work out, I'll be laughed
plumb out of town,” the sheriff confided to
Hatfield.

“Im playing a hunch,” the Ranger re-
turned, “and I’ve a mighty good notion
it's a straight one. I've noticed that a
bunch apparently pulling mysterious
things are usually found to be doing some-
thing plumb simple. If that bunch has
got a getaway through the canyon, it
explains how they’ve always been able
to get in the clear after pulling some-
thing. Do you know anything about the
upper end of the canyon?”

“Not over much,” the sheriff admitted.
“It’s not the sort of a place folks go
amblin’ around in just for the fun of it,
leadin’ up into a desert like it does. But
I have got a notion it wouldn’t be hard
to get into up to the north. It must sort
of peter out up there. No hills to box it.
I've a notion some old-timers hereabouts
would know, but 'm from the southeast
end of the county and not over familiar
with this section.”

One or two of the cowhands who made
up the posse professed the belief that a
descent into the canyon would be com-
paratively easy some twenty miles to the
north.

“I was out on the desert up there a few
years back,” one said. “It’s a heckuva

- ity
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section, all right. I rec’lect riding down
into a big gulch up there, hopin’ to find
water. I followed the draw for a ways,
but it kept gettin’ deeper and deeper,
and drier all the time, so I give it up.
I've a notion that draw might lead into
the canyon.”

Hatfield nodded. “It would be perfect for
an on-the-run bunch,” he pointed out to
the sheriff. “There’s no trailing anything
over the Tonto. Once out there, especial-
ly with a little wind blowing, and they’'d
be in the clear. Then with a private back
door to town, they’d be sitting pretty.”

“Sure hope you’re right” grunted
Walsh. “Well, we’d ought to find out, one
way or the other, before long.”

A little later, with the town well be-
hind them, Hatfield ventured further ad-
vice.

“Slow down a bit,” he told Walsh. “No
sense in running our horses’ legs off. If
they’re coming this way, they'll take it
easy. They won’t want to make town be-
fore dark. What we're looking for is a
proper place to hole up and wait for them.
They can’t turn aside anywhere, and I
figure they won’t begin splitting up till
they'’re pretty close to Sanders.”

The sheriff agreed without question.
He did not appear to think it strange that
Hatfield should be giving the orders and
he obeying them. Nor did any of the
possemen offer suggestions or objections.

They had covered nearly fifteen miles
and the sun was already well down the
western sky, when Hatfield suddenly
called a halt. The canyon had narrowed
somewhat, the cliffs drawing together and
overhanging. Here the brush thinned out
leaving a comparatively open space some
two hundred yards in width before the
gorge widened and the growth began
again.

“This is perfect,” he told the others.
“They’ll come through this gut bunched,
and we’ll have the drop on them. We'll
be holed up and they’ll be in the open.
Run the horses well back into the brush
and leave them. Then we’ll take up posi-
tions here to cover the whole open space.”

The posse took up positons as Hatfield
directed. A tedious wait ensued. Slowly
the hours passed. The canyon became
shadowy with advanced evening. Sheriff
Walsh grew acutely uneasy.

“I hate to think what folks will say

when we come back with an empty sack,”
he muttered.

“You’re not back yet,” Hatfield told
him. “Take it easy, now.”

Another half hour passed, with the
gloom increasing in the narrow gorge and
the sheriff’'s gloom increasing in direct
ratio.

“We won’t be able to shoot in another
ten minutes,’ Kells muttered.

Suddenly Hatfield held up his hand.
The others heard it, too, a faint clicking
sound.

“Get set!” the Ranger said in low tones.
“Here they come. Walsh, you do the
talking when I give the word, not before.”

The clicking swiftly loudened to the
beat of a number of horses’ irons moving
at a good pace, but unhurriedly. There
was a crackling in the brush ahead. A
body of men rode into view, a dozen or
more. Riding carelessly at ease, they
cantered forward across the open space.

“All right,” Hatfield whispered to Walsh.
“Tell it to ’em!”

Instantly the sheriff’s stentorian bellow
blared forth—

“In the name of the law!
are under arrest!”

Followed a storm of exclamations, a
clashing of hoofs and a jangle of bit irons
as the approaching horsemen jerked their
mounts to a halt. Hands flashed to belts.

“Let ’em have it!” Hatfield thundered.
Both his guns let go with a stunning roar.

Yells, shrieks and curses arose. The
narrow gorge fairly exploded to the crash
of gunfire.

The owlhoots were backing their horses
and blazing away at the dimly seen posse-
men. Four of their saddles had been emp-
tied by the first deadly volley. Almost
instantly, two more men were down. A
voice rang out, clear, peremptory—

“Back! Hightail! It’s a trap!”

The remaining outlaws whirled their
horses. Hatfield leaped forward, heedless
of the lead storming around him. He fired
again and again till the hammers of his
guns clicked on empty shells. Beside him,
Kells and the sheriff were shooting as
fast as they could pull trigger.

In a moment it was over. Five riders,
bending low in their hulls, went crash-
ing into the brush to the north. Riderless
horses were milling and dashing in every
direction. Seven forms lay sprawled on

Halt! You
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the canyon floor.

“After ’em!” yelled the sheriff. But Hat-
field instantly countermanded the order.

“They’ve got a head start,” he told
Walsh. “It'll take time to go for our
horses, and it’ll be black dark in ten min-
utes. They know the ground, and we
don’t. They’d either beat us to the way
out or they’d hole up somewhere and
mow us down as we came floundering
along in the dark. Look the bodies over
and catch those horses. Their saddle
pouches look full. Anybody hurt bad?”

One posseman had a hole through the
fleshly part of his upper arm. Another had
suffered a bullet gashed cheek. A slug
had burned a streak along the ribs of a
third.

“Nothing serious,” Hatfield observed
thankfully as he proceeded to stanch the
flow of blood from the punctured arm and
bind it up.

“What did you find, Walsh?” he called
in answer to an excited whoop from the
sheriff.

“These pouches are plumb stuffed with
dinero,” the sheriff boomed back. “By
gosh, I've a notion we got darn nigh the
whole lot of the payroll money back.”

“That’s good,” Hatfield replied. “What
about those birds on the ground?”

“All done for, proper,” Kells reported.
“I'm sure I've seen a couple of ’em in
town, hangin’ around the saloons.”

“Me, too,” added a posseman. “I re-
member three of ’em. One I played poker
with once in the Ace-Full. He said he
rode for an outfit over in the Bend. Didn’t
look like he’d handled a rope-or an iron
for quite a spell, I rec’lect.”

However, nobody could recall anything
but vague recollections of having seen one
or the other of the dead men in town. Hat-
field could learn nothing relative to their
associations, if any.

“One thing is about sure, Roma ain’t
one of ’em,” growled the sheriff. “None
of ’em got the look of bein’ able to run a
outfit like this. Border scum, all of ’em.”

“I've a large notion it was Roma we
heard yelling to the others to high-tail,”
observed Hatfield.

“Chances are you're right,” agreed the
sheriff. “His sort always does the quick
thinkin’.”

“If they’d only showed ten minutes
earlier,” lamented Kells. “Then we would
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have got a good look at all of ’em. As
it was, their faces were just white blurs in
the dark.”

The pockets of the dead men turned out
nothing of significance. But the sheriff
exulted over the contents of the saddle
pouches.

‘And we sure put a crimp in Roma’s
tail,” he crowed. “Busted his gang all to
blazes. Reckon we won’t hear much of
that sidewinder for a spell.”

“But the head of the snake got away,”
Hatfield remarked to Kells. *And that
sort of a head grows another body in a
hurry.”

After roping the bodies to the backs of
the horses, Sheriff Walsh waddled over
gn;ldsolemnly shook hands with Jim Hat-

eld.

“Feller,” he said, “if you have another
hunch, bring it around and I'll foller it
from here to breakfast. All right, boys, we
might as well head back for town. I'm
gettin’ hungry.”

Excitement was great in Sanders when
the posse arrived with the bodies and
more than two thirds of the money looted
from the express car. Several citizens, in-
cluding bartenders and other tradesmen,
were convinced that they had seen one
or another of the slain owlhoots before,
but could add nothing more of value.

“The darn town has been full of mav-
ericks, comin’ and goin’, ever since the
gold strike,” growled Sheriff Walsh. “Was
bad enough even before that. This is a
handy stop-over point for that sort. The
nerve of ’em, to hole up here right under
my nose!”

They learned that a wreck train had
gotten the derailed express car back on
the track, so that the delayed Flyer could
continue on its belated way.

“Hope Mary got her Chinese cook to the
ranch before Stuffy Jones killed somebody
with his messes,” chuckled Kells. “Sauer-
kraut boiled in coffee!”

Sheriff Walsh and the possemen indus-
triously spread around the story of the
successful maneuver and Hatfield was the
recipient of admiring glances as he and
Kells ate a late supper together.

“You're gettin’ plenty of attention,
feller,” the mine owner chuckled.

“Yes, and some of it may be the sort
} won’t relish,” the Ranger returned grim-
y.
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“Uh-huh,” Kells agreed. “I’'ve*a notion
quite a few gents in this pueblo won’t feel
over friendly toward you, or to the rest
of us, for that matter. But I can’t help
feelin’ pretty good about it all. Quite a
few gents who have been lookin’ the other
way when I passed by, of late, have made
it a point to come up and speak to me.
Looks like I'm gettin’ deeper and deeper
in your debt all the time.”

CHAPTER IX
Gift of the Gods

ATFIELD and Kells spent the night

in town, and experienced no unto-
ward incident. The next morning, a
coroner’s jury speedily justified the slay-
ing of the seven owlhoots and recom-
mended that the sheriff run down the rest
of the varmints as speedily as possible.

“Payday will be a day late this month,”
Kells observed as they rode back to the
Tumbling K. “And if it hadn’t been for
you, it would have been more than a day
late. The bank wouldn’'t have been able
to handle the payroll for all the mines
without the dinero we recovered.”

Hatfield nodded, his eyes on the country
around. Abruptly he asked a question.

“The other day, while we were riding
out to your place,” he remarked, “you
mentioned that Bern Cowdry's father got
killed in Arizona. How did it happen?”

Kells hesitated before replying.

“I ain’t much on passin’ around talk I
ain’t sure about,” he said at length. “The
story goes that Chet Cowdry got hisself
plugged during a stage holdup. I ain’t
sure it’s true, but that’s how the talk goes.
Chet was always the black sheep of a
good family, it 'pears. Had trouble with
his brother, got mixed up in crooked
gamblin’ and left this section, years back.
Walt Cowdry never talked much about
him. He was a salty hombre, all right,
and I reckon young Bern takes after him.

“But nobody has ever knowed Bern to
do anything off color. He’s worked hard
and behaved himself proper since he
showed here. Reckon it ain’t fair to hold
what his dad may have done against him.
That’s why I didn’t mention how Chet

Cowdry got took off when I was talkin’
to you the other day. Fact is, about the
only thing Bern ever does out of the way
is gamble. He likes cards and plays con-
siderable in town, and never seems to have
much luck. Him and old Walt had some
rows over that, I understand.

“Walt was dead set against gamblin’ in
any form. He said gamblin’ was what

“ruined his brother. He said Chet was all

right till he took to foolin’ with cards and
finally ended up in a shootin’ and had to
cut and run. Reckon he was scairt Bern
might get into a rukus of that sort. Bern's
a hot-tempered jigger.”

Hatfield nodded again. “I see,” he said.
“No, it isn’t right to blame anybody for
what someone else does, even if he does
happen to be a member of the same family.
Most every family can drop a loop on a
maverick belonging to them, if they look
back far enough.”

“That’s so,” Kells agreed soberly. “Well,
here we are, and everything looks to be
under control. Reckon they ain’t had no
trouble since we been gone.”

Kells removed the sack of payroll mon-
ey from his saddle pouch and stowed it
away in his small office safe. Then they
inspected mine and mill and found every-
thing going smoothly.

“And now, feller, I'm goin’ to ask a real
favor of you,” Kells said when they re-
turned to the office. “Reckon you're good
at figures, seein’ as you're so good at
everything else. I ain’t, and makin’ up that
darn payroll is a plumb awful chore for
me. Think you could handle it this after-
noon?”

“Reckon I can bear up under the strain,”
Hatfield smiled reply.

“Plumb much obliged,” Kells said grate-
fully. ‘T'll get you the time sheets. The
money’s in the safe, and here is the com-
bination on this slip of paper. Seein’ as
you're takin’ over, I'll ride around a mite
this afternoon and see how things are
goin’ on the spread.

FTER eating, Hatfield settled himself

to the task of office work. Kells
would have been astonished had he seen
how easily and quickly the Lone Wolf did
away with the “plumb awful chore.” An
hour after sitting down at the desk, Hat-
field put the filled, and identified envelopes
in the safe, closed it and rolled himself
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a cigarette. As he was fumbling out the
makin’s, his hand struck against the small
golden image with the opal eyes. He drew
it forth and glanced at it.

“Reckon I might as well stow this thing
in the safe, too,” he decided. “Better than
packin’ it around with me. I'll just poke
it back in one of the compartments and
nobody will notice it there.”

By the bright sunlight streaming
through the window, he examined the
thing again. The line of jointure where
the peg of stone fitted into the base was
very fine and showed every indication of
crafty workmanship. HeTasped the slight-
ly rough surface of the stone with his
finger nail.

“Been busted loose from something, all
right,” he mused. He hefted the image
in his palm. Suddenly he was struck by
an idea.

He located a rule in the desk and care-
fully measured the image, noting its
dimensions on a sheet of paper. Then he
set it aside and did some fizuring. Next
he meticulously adjusted the balances of
the assay scales on a nearby table.

He placed the image in the pan and
weighed it on the scales which were so
sensitive that, Hatfield knew, if he
weighed a two-inch scrap of paper on
them and then wrote his name on the
paper with a coarse pencil and weighed it
again, the scales would take notice of the
addition. He jotted down the result and
compared it with what his measuring and
figuring had attained. He uttered an ex-
clamation of satisfaction.

“Thought the darn thing was light for
its size,” he muttered. “It’s hollow. Here
goes for another hunch.”

Eyes glowing with interest, he went to
work on the base of the image with the
point of his knife.

Dislodging the stone plug was consider-
able of a chore, but he finally accom-
plished it. A small round hole showed
where the plug had fitted snugly into
the soft metal.

Hatfield turned the image upright and
shook it. A silky rustling rewarded his
efforts. He tapped the base against the
table top, shook it again.

From the opening dropped a tiny roll of
parchmentlike paper tied with a thread
of fibre. He undid the knot and care-
fully spread the sheet.

Written on the surface in faded ink
were faint but decipherable Spanish
words. He read them without difficulty.

In Valle de la Luna (he read) is
stored (followed several illegible
words) against the day when the
people will rise and drive the invader
from the land of Anahuac and restore
the ancient Gods to their wonted
places. May the curse of Metzli, the
curse of Huitzelcoatl, the curse of
Quetzalcoatl be upon him who betrays
the sacred trust, in his world, in the
world beyond the stars, in the world
beyond the world beyond the stars.

“For the love of Pete!” Hatfield ex-
claimed. He turned the paper over. On
the opposite side were seemingly mean-
ingless lines.

But as he gazed on the dim strokes, they
slowly took form to become an undoubted
map of the wide walled canyon known
as Moon Valley. At the upper end of the
canyon was a small circle marked Caver-
na—Cave.

Hatfield stared at the drawing, a smile
on his lips.

“So this is what they were after,” he
mused. “Buried treasure! A perfect set-
up—the ancient writing, the hidden map,
everything. Uh-huh, buried Aztec gold.
Huitzelcoatl was the Aztec god of war.
Quetzalcoatl was the great god of the air.
Metzli was the god of the underworld.
Chances are this thing is a translation,
perhaps from the Aztec writing of the
knotted cords. Plumb perfect. And the
chances are a hundred to one it doesn’t
mean a thing. The. Southwest is full of
such legends and campfire yarns and tall
stories, handed down from father to son

for generations. But men will rob and
kill for a thing like this.”

E FINGERED the crackling paper,

eyes serious again. “But it is liable
to prove useful,” his thoughts continued.
“I figure they’ll make another try for it,
and that may give me a chance to drop
my loop. The thing is beginning to tie
up. Old Miguel, the Cowdry cook, for
that’s who that Mexican was, no doubt
about it—old Miguel must have gotten
hold of the image somehow, stole it, the
chances are. Knew what was inside of it.
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“Somehow or other, Roma and his bunch
got onto it and set out to get it. Miguel
high-tailed and they lit out to hunt for
him. But between that darn snake and
me, they didn’t get it. Begin to see now
why somebody is so anxious to ease Kells
out of Moon Valley. So they can get
hold of the valley and do their hunting
uninterrupted. Everything in the valley
belongs to Kells, of course. Evidently they
knew the secret was inside the image.”

He paused from his reflections to roll
a cigarette.

“And,” he added grimly, “I'm getting a
mighty good notion who Roma is. No-
body but Bern Cowdry. Bern Cowdry,
the son of an owlhoot, the man who
brought Miguel to the Cross C spread.
Well, he looks the part, all right. The
big jigger I figured to be Roma wasn’t him
at all. I could swear that wasn’t Cowdry.
Blazes, that could have been Purdy! They
said he was always riding off somewhere.
Let’s see, now. Yes that was a Sunday,
gnd he wouldn’t be working on a Sun-

ay.
“And I'm beginning to see what Bern
Cowdry was up to when he braced Kells
out there on the trail. He knew he could
beat Kells to the draw. He figured to do
for Kells, and do for me at the same time.
He knew I had the image on me. It would
have been perfect. Talk about a cold-
blooded jigger!”

For some time he sat smoking. Finally
he pinched out his cigarette, restored the
map to the image and replaced the stone
plug. He wrapped the figurine in a hand-
kerchief and stowed it away in the safe
behind some papers.

Absorbed in the task, and his thoughts,
he did not see the face peering in through
the open window, a face that faded from
sight before he turned around.

“Tomorrow is payday and there won’t
be any work,” he mused. “Think I'll take
myself a little ride just to prove this
buried treasure business is all the plumb
nonsense I figure it is.”

Kells returned to the ranchhouse just
after sundown.

“Everything going fine,” he told Hat-
field. “The boys are handling their chores
all right. I'll be set to make a good beef
shipment soon. Which will help.”

The following morning the mine and
mill workers rolled off to town in ore

wagons. The cowboys, whooping and
skylarking, rode with them.

“Be sore heads tomorrow, but they’ll
be happy,” Kells chuckled as he and Hat-
field watched them go. “Sort of nice to
be on your own and have no responsibili-
ties. Well, a feller has to pay for every-
thing he gets in this world one way or
another. I think I'll ride in myself, late
this afternoon. Want to come along? The
night watchman will be here to keep an
eye on things.”

“If you don’t mind,” Hatfield replied,
“I'd like to take a ride up the valley
today. I'd like to look your range over.
Not used to being cooped up inside. After
all, I was brought up on a spread and am
sort of used to riding.”

“You'll enjoy it,” Kells instantly en-
thused. “She’s a plumb fine little spread,
feller, and it'd do any cowman good to
look her over. Okay, I'll see you when I
get back tonight, if you haven’t gone to

bed. Otherwise, tomorrow mornin’.”

BOUT midmorning, Hatfield got the

rig on Goldy and rode off up the val-
ley at a leisurely pace. Very quickly he de-
cided that Kells had not exaggerated in
speaking of his holdings. It was really
beautiful range land. A fairly broad and
deep creek flowed down the west side of
the valley, gradually edging toward the
center, as Hatfield approached its source
at the head of the canyon.

The grass was tall and there were
plenty of side walls to provide ample
shelter against heat and storms. The cows
were sleek and well fleshed. Hatfield
could readly understand Kells desire to
hold the valley, above all else.

“Feller was born and brought up a
cowhand,” he mused. “Got grass rope and
horse in his blood. Never be satisfied
away from them. Well, the way his mine
is producing, he shouldn’t have any trou-
ble meeting all his obligations and getting
plumb free title to his holdings here.

“And,” he added, with a chuckle, “if 1
can just get this confounded mess in this
section straightened out, I've a notion that
little blue-eyed gal with the yellow hair
will be helping him run it before long.”

As he worked north, the canyon gradu-
ally narrowed. The perpendicular side
walls were replaced by long, fairly steep
brush grown and boulder strewn slopes
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slashed by gloomy side canyons.

“A regular hole-in-the-wall country up
here,” he mused. “The sort of a place all
kinds of yarns build up about.”

Finally he reached the canyon’s head,
a brush grown gorge studded with chim-
ney rocks and only a few hundred yards
wide. The end wall of the box was a bee-
tling, perpendicular cliff nearly a hundred
feet in height.

Hatfield rode slowly along the cliff face
to the west wall, turned and rode back to
the east wall, an amused smile on his
lips. Nowhere was there a cave, nor any
indications that one had ever existed.
The stream that flowed down the valley
came plunging over the end wall in a
feathery plume to foam and thunder in
the catch basin at the cliff’s base.

“The same old story,” Hatfield chuck-
led. “Just something built up by a joker
or somebody with a plumb vivid imagina-
tion. Well, it’s what I expected. If all the
gold indicated on these old maps and told
about and written about really existed
and was turned up, wed be using the
darn stuff to make boot scrapers.”

He hooked one long leg comfortably
over the saddlehorn, rolled and lighted a
cigarette. For some minutes he sat smok-
ing, listening to the thunder of the falling
water and admiring its graceful curve
over the tall cliff crest. Finally he pinched
out the butt, cast it aside and rode back
down the canyon, chuckling to himself.
A quarter of a mile or so down canyon,
he halted Goldy, turned and gazed at the
pluming fall.

Suddenly his eyes grew serious and he
stopped chuckling. He stared at the fall,
turned and studied the swiftly flowing
creek. He turned back to the fall and
gave it concentrated attention for some
moments. Again he stared at the fairly
broad and deep stream hurrying down
the canyon.

“Blazes!” he muttered. “If my eyes
aren’t going back on me, and I don’t fig-
ure they are, there’s just about three
times as much water in the crick as is
coming over the cliff. Now what’s the
answer to that?”

The answer was fairly obvious to the
Lone Wolf. If the plainly apparent volume
of water in the stream did no‘ come over
the cliff, it must come through or from
under it. Which incontrovertible fact

opened up interesting possibilities. He
turned Goldy and rode back to the end of
the gorge, dismounted and approached the
cliff face at the edge of the fall.

OR some moments he studied the

water foaming into the catch basin.
He eyed the tremulous film of spray beat-
ing against the rock wall, then turned
and led Goldy down to where the grass
grew luxuriantly amid the stones. He let
the split reins trail.

“Go ahead and fill yourself up,” he told
the sorrel. “I'll be seeing you in a little
while, I hope.”

He returned to the cliff face, drew a
deep breath and stepped into the curtain
of spray showering the rock. Two cau-
tious steps and he was beyond the veil
of water, standing on a narrow ledge and
gazing straight at the downward-rushing
green and gold main body of the fall.

As he knew was usual with a cataract,
there was an air filled hollow between
the falling water and the cliff.

But this time there was more. A dark
opening yawned in the cliff face, from
which rushed a torrent of water much
greater in volume than the fall.

“And that’s where most of the water
in the crick comes from,” he muttered.
“This is getting interesting.”

The subterranean stream did not fill
the cave mouth. On either side was a
rocky floor some yards in width.

Hatfield stepped into the opening and
eased forward a little ways. As he pro-
gressed, the wonderful green-gold light
that filled the mouth of the cave quickly
dimmed. Ahead was only black darkness.

“Wish I had something that would do
for a torch,” he told himself, “but any-
thing I was packing would have gotten
drenched, anyhow,” he added, shaking
iome of the water from his clothes and

at.

He drew a tightly corked bottle from
his pocket, wiped it off and shook out
a couple of matches. On his boot sole,
close to the heel, was a dry patch of
leather. He struck the match on it. The
tiny flame, flaring up instantly and burn-
ing with a steady glow, revealed a solid
rock wall at his elbow, smooth and dry.
The light penetrated but a few feet into
the cave, however. Beyond was black
darkness.



46 TEXAS RANGERS

Hatfield hesitated a moment, then
stepped forward again, feeling his way
cautiously against possible pitfalls. He
knew he could not become lost as long
as he kept close to the purling water’s
edge. But before he had covered two
hundred yards distance, the stream turned
almost at right angles. He cautiously fol-
lowed its course and butted up against
the far wall. He struck another match
and saw that the water gushed from
under the side wall.

But this was not the end of the cave.
The black bore stretched on ahead.

“Well, if I keep against the wall, I still
can't get myself lost,”” he declared, and
moved ahead again.

He covered another hundred yards,

slowly and carefully. The rock floor was
perfectly smooth, with no apparent holes
or loose stones. Instinctively he increased
his pace a little under a feeling of false
security.

The passage developed a gentle down-
ward slope but remained smooth and un-
obstructed. Hatfield stepped out confi-
dently. Then, with a gasp, he hurled
himself backward and sideways as his
outstretching foot encountered nothing
but empty space. His other foot dashed
against a loose fragment of stone and he
pitched forward into the dark. A faint,
sullen splash drifted upward from the
abysmal depths of a gulf that split the
cavern floor.

CHAPTER X

“Treasure”

EAK and shaking, cold sweat

dampening his face and his palms,
Jim Hatfield lay where he had fallen
across rough stone steps that plunged
dizzily downward into the darkness, his
legs hanging over the chasm, his back
against the cave wall. For moments he
did not dare move. Then slowly and care-
fully he inched his legs and feet back
over the edge and got shakily to his feet.
He took out his matches and struck one.

Hugging the cavern wall, the steps
stretched downward before him, a rough
stair hewn with incalculable labor from

the living rock. The gulf that lapped the
outer edge was of unknown width.

“And from the sound sent back by that
rock I kicked over the edge, it goes down
to the front door of Hades,” he muttered.
“Say, this is getting just a mite too in-
teresting.”

He struck another match and peered
downward. For a moment he hesitated.
Reason said to go back the way he had
come, but curiosity urged him to find out
where the mysterious stair led.

Curiosity finally won out. With the
greatest caution he began descending the
stair, hugging the rock wall, testing each
step before trusting his weight upon it.

The descent was a nightmare in the
black dark. All desire to hurry left him
and he crept downward at a snail’s pace.
At first he counted the steps, but soon
lost track of their number. He developed
a queer feeling that he was walking down
an unfolding ribbon of eternity, without
beginning and without end.

Abruptly he jerked his advancing foot
back and hugged the wall. His boot had
splashed in water.

He struck another match and peered
ahead. Before him stretched a smooth,
black expanse. No ripple disturbed its
deathly still surface. It looked like the
combined oozing from all the graves in
the world. He hesitated again as the
match flickered out and the black dark
clamped down upon him with an intensity
that could almost be felt.

“But whoever built this darn staircase
didn’t do it to reach a diving pool,” he
reasoned. “Of course the water may have
settled here long after the stair was built.
May have no bottom, but reckon I'll take
a chance. Doesn’t appear to be any cur-
rent, and I should be able to swim back
if it gets too deep.”

He stepped into the pool and was sur-
prised to find it was not unpleasantly cold.
He could feel the steps still under his feet,
but before the water rose much beyond
mid-thigh, they ended. His feet rested on
a smooth, level surface. He took a cau-
tious step forward, another. The water
rose no higher.

The pool proved to be little more than
twenty yards in width. It began to shallow
and a moment later Hatfield found him-
self on dry ground. He peered ahead, but
the darkness was still Stygian. The flame
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of a match showed a narrow passage.

Again he began his cautious advance.
Five minutes of slow groping passed and
suddenly the darkness ahead began to
gray. Swiftly the light grew stronger.
The passage curved. He rounded the
bulge and stood staring in astonishment.

The gloomy gallery had widened into
a wide, almost circular amphitheatre of
a cup. On all sides was a curving wall
of dark stone. Only a few paces to the
left was a chasm that seemed to drop
down and down, depth upon vertiginous
depth, to earth heart. Sunlight poured
down from where, far, far above the dark
li{) of the cup was rimmed with the deep
blue of the Texas sky.

“An old crater,” Hatfield exclaimed.
“A minor blowhole when this section was
a scene of volecanic activity. Sort of like
the Ashes Mountains country up around
the Guadalupes.” He turned and glanced
around and uttered a low whistle as his
eyes fell upon what crouched against the
wall of black rock, protected by a crude
overhang of the lava cliff above.

INGED and scaled, birdlike and
serpentine, a great stone figure
stared back at him with eyes of reddish
quartz. Surmounting its feathered head-
dress, fantastically carved from gray
stone, was a gleaming crescent. Before it
was the stone slab of an altar, the-ominous
blood channels scoring its surface.
“Metzli!”” Hatfield exclaimed. “Metzli,
the moon god. The Valley of the Moon.
This was an old Aztec temple. Lots of
them found over in the San Juan River
Valley in New Mexico, and quite a few
in the Texas Big Bend country.”
He stepped closer. Something appar-

ently perched on the outer corner of the
altar caught his eye. He stooped to ex-
amine it, and uttered another exclama-
tion.

The tiny gold figure was an exact rep-
lica of the jewel-eyed image stored in the
Tumbling K mill safe. He reached out
and gave it a tug. With a sharp snapping
sound it came free in his hand. There
showed the clean, fresh cleavage of a
broken stone peg driven into the base of
the image. A fragment of the peg re-
mained imbedded in the stone slab of the
altar.

Hatfield examined the opposite corner
of the altar. There, too, was the upright
splinter of a broken stone peg, its surface
dull and weathered.

“The one old Miguel gave me came
from here,” the Ranger exulted. “Was
broken away a long, long time ago. Doubt-
less the story of the hidden map went
with it. Somehow or other Miguel got
hold of it, and heard the legend connected
with it. If this doesn’t beat all!”

He pocketed the image and walked
around the great stone statue. He paused,
staring, and suddenly laughed aloud.

He was gazing on the hidden “treasure”
of Moon Valley!

A deep niche had been hollowed in the
lava rock, extending far around the wide
curve of the cup. Stacked in the niche
were row on row of spears tipped with
copper, huge clubs set with spikes of
obsidian, heavy copper swords, long bow
staves, the strings long since rotted away,
coats of lacquered mail, painted helms
of hardwood, fashioned like the heads of
pumas, wolves, snakes, and other imple-
ments of war.
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“Stored against the day of the land of
Anahuac’s need!” Hatfield paraphrased
the words written on the back of the
ancient map. “Of course, what else? Gold
meant nothing to the Aztecs. They used
it only for ornaments and decorations.
For them it held no real value. They were
tillers of the soil and fighting men. Here
in this secret place they had stacked up
arms against the day of war when they
hoped to drive out the Spanish invaders.
Some nice museum pieces here, but no
buried gold.

“Say, it's a pity that bunch of side-
winders didn’t manage to hit on this place.
It would have been something to hear
them cuss. Well, I've had a nice trip, with
a laugh at the end of it. Reckon I'd better
climb back up that snake hole and head
for home, and try and figure a way to
drop a loop on those hellions. Nothing
more to see here, and no way out but up
those rocks.”

With a last glance at the grim stone god
watching over his hidden treasure that
would never be put to use, Hatfield re-
entered the dark passage.

First, however, he plucked one of the
old bow staves from its place in the niche.
The wood was tinder dry and when he
touched a match to its tip, it burned with
a steady flame.

With the aid of the improvised torch,
crossing the pool and climbing the stair
was easy. Just as the sun was sinking in
scarlet and gold behind the west wall of
the canyon, he stepped through the filmy
edge of the waterfall to see his sorrel
;tlaxlrxllding nearby and patiently awaiting

Still chuckling, Hatfield rode down the
valley through the rose flecked blue of
the approaching dusk. But his jovial mood
soon left him. The treasure hunt, so called,
had ended in a ludicrous anticlimax, but
the grim business of dropping a loop on
Roma and his bunch was still very real.

“That scaly varmint will bust loose
someplace else in a hurry, if he ain’t hog-
tied,” the Lone Wolf thought. “He’s as
fangin’ as any rattler that ever coiled
under a bush, and losing the payroll
money won’t set well with him. He'll
be out to even up for that in a hurry.
And I haven’t got the least notion how
to stop him. The suspicions I have aren’t
the sort of thing you can present in court

and hope to get anywhere. A good lawy