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At first most people, even the majority of his victims, regarded the Owlhoot as something of a joke. Armed with a long-barreled Colt Peacemaker, masked by a bandana and dressed like an old West cowhand, he robbed couples necking in cars on lonely roads. Woman Deputy Alice Fayde and her partner, modern-day gun wizard Deputy Bradford Counter, did not think he was a joke. Especially as they stood looking at the two bodies sprawled by the Pontiac convertible. They had been shot at close range by the .45 caliber, black powder-powered bullets from the Owlhoot’s revolver. The deputies’ fears had been realized. No longer was the Owlhoot a joke. Now he was a killer who had to be located and arrested before he used the Colt again. 
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 One 
 
    The tall, slim young man wore a low-crowned, wide-brimmed black J. B. Stetson hat tilted at just the right jack-deuce angle over his off eye. Knotted about his throat, the tight-rolled, multi-colored silk bandana trailed its long ends down over his black-and-white calfskin vest and dark green shirt. Cuffs turned back, so as to serve as a repository for nails or other small objects when working on foot, the legs of his faded Levis pants hung outside his high-heeled, fancy-stitched boots. Around his waist, slanting down to the right, was buckled a hand-carved, two-and-a-half-inch-wide gunbelt. Twenty long, fat, lead-nosed .45 caliber bullets rode the loops of the belt, available to replenish the chambers of the pearl-handled Colt Cavalry Model Peacemaker in the carefully designed holster. 
 
    In appearance, he might have been an ordinary cowboy of the kind who had helped Texas grow from hide and horn into a prosperous State of the Union. There could have been a hundred or more harmless, innocent, even beneficial reasons why he stood among the moon-dappled trees about a mile beyond the limits of Gusher City, the seat of Rockabye County. 
 
    He might have been listening for the sounds of night-grazing ladino cattle, creatures so wild and alert that they could not be located during the hours of daylight. [i] Or he could be on watch, ears straining to detect the presence and activities of cow thieves. Maybe, in view of his fancy, go-to-town clothes, he was waiting at a rendezvous to meet up with some pretty little gal from the city whose father objected to the notion of having a cowhand for a prospective son-in-law. 
 
    However, his actions soon proved that he was not there for any harmless, innocent or beneficial purpose. Drawing a second bandana from his pants’ pocket, he folded it across the middle into a triangle. With that done, he fastened it around his head so that only his eyes and a narrow strip of his face showed between its upper edge and the brim of the Stetson. 
 
    In that moment, the man ceased to be an honest cowhand with innocent or honorable intentions. He wore the bandana as a mask, concealing his features and preventing his identity from being known. No harmless cowhand needed to do that. It was the act of a bandido, a long-rider, an owlhoot—a criminal. 
 
    With the bandana adjusted, he dropped his right hand to the butt of the Colt. The holster in which the revolver rode differed from the conventional pattern in a few important aspects. The most noticeable difference was that it was open down the front, the Colt being retained horizontally inside the leather case by a spring of finely-tempered steel clasping the cylinder in its U-shaped arms. Vertical stability came from the upper edge of the holster’s sides, higher than usual in a fast-draw rig, closing in above the cylinder and trigger-guard, and by the end of the barrel resting in a round hole cut into the base plug. 
 
    Instead of trying to lift the Colt upwards from its holster, he pivoted it forward and downward. Freed from the retaining spring, it left the frontal slit and was clear of leather. For a moment he stood savoring the solid two-pound five-ounce weight of the twelve-and-a-half-inch-long revolver. Then he threw a glance to where his mount was waiting beneath the spreading branches of an old white oak. Satisfied that all was ready in case he needed to leave in a hurry, he moved off through the trees. He went only a short way before coming in sight of his victims. Stepping on to the hard dirt surface of the track which wound through the woodland, he studied the target of his proposed crime. 
 
    Not a stagecoach, loaded with wealthy passengers, nor a rancher taking home the money from a successful cattle-drive, but an elegant Cadillac hardtop car. 
 
    It stood, without lights, at the side of the track. However, the moon’s glow permitted the owlhoot to see all he needed of the interior. Two people sat entangled in an embrace on the front seat. 
 
    Drawing closer to the car, his feet making little sound, the owlhoot felt a surge of excitement rising. Every instinct told him that he had picked well. That type of Cadillac would not be found in the hands of a poor worker from the Evans Park area known as the Bad Bit. It was the kind of heap used by the dwellers of snob Upton Heights, by the rich upper-class citizens of the big city, the lights of which glowed beyond the trees. Despite the growing use of credit cards, that type of person still carried a fair sum of money with them. 
 
    Slowly he advanced and reached out with his left hand. Neither occupant of the car gave any indication that they knew of his presence, but remained tangled in each other’s arms and with faces pressed passionately together. Even as he gripped the door handle, the owlhoot realized that he was not wearing gloves. Not too serious an oversight, but one which he must remember to avoid in future. The jet-age peace officer possessed methods and techniques not available to his old-West contemporaries. Twisting the handle, he pulled open the car’s door. 
 
    The couple on the front seat jerked away from each other. Snatching his right hand from beneath the woman’s brief skirt, the man behind the wheel twisted towards the intruder. Shock, annoyance, then anger mingled with disbelief flickered on his features as he glared at the masked figure. 
 
    ‘What the he—!’ the man began, while his companion let out a muffled, horrified squeak and covered her face with her hands. 
 
    ‘This’s a stick up,’ the owlhoot interrupted, voice holding a cold snarl. ‘Climb out with your hands high. Don’t rile me none and nobody’ll get made wolf-bait.’ 
 
    Listening to the words, the car’s driver tensed and he started to say, ‘You’ve flipped ‘ 
 
    The protest ended as the owlhoot drew back the hammer of the big Colt with his right thumb. It was a gesture, accompanied by a clicking sound, all too familiar to moviegoers or watchers of television Western shows. Somehow it carried an added menace due to the bizarre conditions facing the driver of the Cadillac. If anything, the owlhoot’s choice of clothing and method of preventing identification added to, rather than distracted from, the threat produced by the brief motion required to cock the revolver’s single-action mechanism. 
 
    Certainly the threat caused the driver to relax slightly and put aside his intention of leaping from the car at the owlhoot. With the hammer drawn to the rear, a slight pressure on the trigger would free it to slam forward and ignite the waiting cartridge’s primer. If that happened, a bullet would spiral along the rifling grooves of the seven-and-a-half-inch barrel which pointed so disconcertingly at the center of his chest. 
 
    ‘You’re riling me, hombre.’ warned the owlhoot, watching the aggression ebb from the driver. ‘Git out of that buggy or I’ll throw smoke in your face.’ 
 
    Slowly the woman’s hands crept apart and she stared at the speaker. From the expression on her face, she appeared almost relieved to find herself involved in a hold-up. 
 
    ‘D-Do as he says, Marty,’ she begged. 
 
    ‘The lady’s giving right good advice, hombre,’ the owlhoot stated. ‘I’m counting to “three” and if you’re not out by then, you’ll be staying there permanent.’ He paused briefly to let the threat sink in, and continued, ‘One!’ 
 
    ‘All right, already!’ the driver yelped. ‘Keep your cool, man. I’m coming out like you say.’ 
 
    Backing off slightly, the owlhoot kept his Colt’s muzzle directed at the car’s door. Aware that he was still too close to be missed, Marty climbed out. He was a young man, slightly taller and heavier than the owlhoot, with a tanned, handsome face and long black hair. Dressed to the height of with-it fashion, he sported a gold wristwatch and a couple of valuable-looking rings. Straightening up, looking surly and as truculent as he dared chance under the circumstances, he moved aside and towards the rear door of the car. 
 
    ‘Now you, lady,’ ordered the owlhoot, advancing a stride. ‘Come on out this way.’ 
 
    Wriggling across the seat, she obeyed. In her haste, the very short skirt of her metallic-looking mini-dress rode even higher. So when she swung her shapely legs around the end of the seat and from the car, they were exposed to the tops of their thighs. It was a sight calculated to make any red-blooded man look more closely and the owlhoot gave it his full attention. Nor did the cleavage of the dress’s neckline do anything to lessen the distraction as its wearer bent over, then stood erect outside the car. The woman had blonde hair that, although slightly disheveled, was fixed in an expensive coiffure. Good-looking, she filled the mini-dress with a gorgeously-curved body. Costly jewelry glittered in the moonlight, on her fingers, about her wrists and around her throat. In her hands, she held a bag which matched the material of her dress. 
 
    Finding the owlhoot’s attention diverted from him, Marty let out a low hiss of furious triumph and lunged forward. While his intention was to tackle the other man, making use of the skills gained in many a street-fight, he had committed a serious tactical error. 
 
    On hearing the warning sound made by Marty, the owlhoot tore his eyes from the woman. Pivoting around, he gave his attention to his assailant. Even so, Marty might have counted himself a lucky young man. Although he held a fully-loaded and cocked Colt Peacemaker in his right hand, the owlhoot did not use it as a firearm. Instead he swung it around at arm’s length, laying the long barrel hard against the side of Marty’s head. As many an old-West peace officer could have attested, the Peacemaker, with its sturdy construction and solid frame, made a mighty effective man-stopper even when used as a club. Caught by the savage blow, Marty’s attack attempt came to a halt. More than that, it was turned from an advance into a retreat as he spun around and fell limply against the side of the Cadillac, then crumpled to the ground. 
 
    Even as the woman opened her mouth to scream, the owlhoot turned towards her. Showing the same devastating speed with which he had struck down her companion, he stabbed the muzzle of the Peacemaker into the pit of her stomach. Again, one of his victims had cause to be grateful. While the impact served to wind her and cut off her scream, his forefinger did not tighten on the trigger and fire the Colt. 
 
    Gagging, clutching at her midsection, the woman collapsed onto the car’s front seat. From there she stared at her attacker, glanced at the recumbent figure of her escort and turned terrified eyes back to the owlhoot. Realizing that she still held her handbag, she thrust it in the masked man’s direction. 
 
    ‘H-Here !’ she gasped. ‘T-Take it.’ 
 
    One look at Marty told the owlhoot that he did not need to worry about further intervention from that source. So he returned the Colt to its holster, placing the muzzle into its cavity and easing the cylinder between the arms of the retaining spring. 
 
    ‘I can right fast enough get it out again, ma’am,’ he warned, accepting and opening the bag. 
 
    ‘You won’t need to!’ she assured him and started to unfasten the bracelet from her left wrist. ‘D-Don’t hurt me!’ 
 
    Taking a thick billfold from the bag, he opened it up and extracted the money it held. He returned the billfold and stuffed the wad of money into his Levis pants’ hip pocket. 
 
    ‘You can forget that,’ he said, waving aside the bracelet and tossing the bag into her lap. ‘I’ve got what I wanted.’ 
 
    With that he stepped to and knelt alongside the motionless Marty. The woman watched as he reached beneath the other’s jacket. 
 
    ‘Is—he dead?’ she asked, and immediately wished that she had not. If the answer should be in the affirmative, the masked man would be unlikely to leave a living witness to his crime. 
 
    ‘Nope,’ drawled the owlhoot, in a tone of callous indifference which chilled the blonde and increased her fright. 
 
    Producing Marty’s wallet, the masked man transferred its contents to his own back pocket. The woman moved restlessly, eyes never leaving the owlhoot. At the slight sound she made, he tossed Marty’s empty wallet aside and thrust himself upright. While rising, his right hand flashed down to pivot the Colt from its holster and point its barrel in her direction. Once more she was very close to death, nearer than even her terrified mind imagined, for he had not lowered the hammer before holstering the revolver. 
 
    ‘Don’t shoot!’ the blonde screeched, scrunching herself up small on the edge of the seat and with a note of near-hysteria making her voice sound tinny. ‘I wasn’t trying anything.’ 
 
    ‘You’d’ve right soon regretted it if you had been,’ the owlhoot promised. Then he lowered the Colt’s hammer and returned the gun to its holster. ‘I’m pulling out now, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Bu-But—’ 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Wh-What about M-Marty?’ 
 
    ‘What about him?’ demanded the owlhoot, throwing a disinterested glance at the unconscious figure. 
 
    ‘He’s hurt,’ the woman pointed out. 
 
    ‘Which same he asked for.’ 
 
    ‘Y-Yes. I suppose he did. But—but how can I get him into the car and to hospital?’ 
 
    For a moment the owlhoot stood as if meaning to announce his complete disinterest in how she managed. Then he gave a shrug and opened the car’s rear door. 
 
    ‘Go ’round the other side,’ he told her. ‘Just make one wrong move, or loud sound, and I’ll kill you.’ 
 
    Listening to him, the blonde did not doubt for a moment that he meant to do as he said. So she scuttled around the car and stood like a statue as he bent, raised and thrust Marty’s limp body inside. Closing the door, the owlhoot realized that he had once again left fingerprints on a surface ideally suited to retaining them. From his left pants’ pocket, he took a handkerchief and wiped the handles of both the doors. All the time, the blonde remained as motionless as if turned to stone. Fear twisted at her face as the cold eyes raised to her. 
 
    ‘I’m going now,’ the owlhoot told her. ‘But if you make a sound, start blowing the horn, or raising fuss, I’ll be back.’ 
 
    Not until the masked figure had faded off among the trees did the woman move. Then she let out a long, low, strangled sob and stumbled around the car. Climbing into the driving seat, she looked back at Marty. He sprawled half on the rear seat, groaning slightly. With shaking hands the blonde started the car and crashed it into gear. Accompanied by moans from the rear, which did nothing to sooth her tensed-up emotions, she drove along the track until finding a place at which she could turn. Doing so, she retraced her route until joining a better-grade road which led into Gusher City. 
 
    Going through the trees, the owlhoot had returned to his mount—a Honda Trail 90 motorcycle—before he heard the sound of the Cadillac’s engine. He grinned at the thought of the robbery and wondered what damage the blonde was doing to the car’s tortured gearbox. Long before she arrived in the city, he would have reached safety. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Two 
 
    Maybe the owlhoot dressed in an archaic manner and bore some of the old West’s glamour in his appearance, but the same did not apply to the people who would soon be taking an active interest in his affairs. The deputies of the Sheriff’s Office in Gusher City worked during their two-watch rota—eight in the morning until four in the afternoon and four to midnight—from a scene that bore little resemblance to the traditional Texas range-country jailhouse. Located on the third floor of the modern, six-story Department of Public Safety Building, instead of in a wood or adobe shack on main street, the deputies’ squad-room looked like an office in any other twentieth-century law enforcement organization. Two lines of desks, each with its telephone extension and typewriter, stretched across the room. No longer did the Office’s assault weapons stand exposed to view on a wall-rack. The more sophisticated firearms—Winchester Model 12 riot guns, Thompson submachine guns, M.1 carbines, telescope-sighted snipers’ rifles, Federal gas-shell dischargers—and their ammunition were stored in the two large boxes which flanked the connecting door to the Watch Commander’s office. Filing cabinets lined two of the walls, while the main entrance was flanked by the Duty Roster and bulletin boards, the latter carrying wanted posters in addition to other notices. On a table by the double doors, beneath the Duty Roster board, the Office log was open ready for use. 
 
    Six deputies were in the squad-room, but none of them wore clothes with more than a slight hint of the old West. Two were clad in khaki uniforms, their revolvers hanging from open-topped holsters on Sam Browne-style belts which looked more military than Western. All the others were dressed in civilian clothes and carried their hand-guns concealed from view. They looked like ordinary citizens, such as might be found gathered anywhere east or west of the Mississippi. One of them most certainly would have been out of place in the setting of a traditional range country jailhouse, few of which made regular use of female officers. 
 
    Woman Deputy Alice Fayde looked nothing like an old-time Texas lawman, but she was a trained, efficient and effective peace officer for all of that. Red hair, done in a neat flip style, framed a face that had charm, strength and was good-looking without being out-and-out beautiful. A dark blue blouse, open at the neck, set off her full firm bust without blatantly advertising it or the way she trimmed down at the waist. Her denim skirt covered the attractive curve of her hips and was short enough to prove that she had a pair of legs shapely enough to compete in any company, even when ending in shoes with practical, medium-high heels. 
 
    Seated at her team’s desk, with fingers flying over the keys of the typewriter, she looked like a capable secretary. The five male deputies present knew her abilities went far beyond that. First as a rookie of the Bureau of Women Officers, walking a beat, then as a detective in one of the city’s six divisions, she had gathered experience in her chosen trade. Graduating through the various specialist squads of the Gusher City Police Department—Vice and Gambling, Juvenile, Traffic and Narcotics—she had gained promotion to the Sheriff’s Office. What was more, she came, not as the usual type of female deputy—riding a telephone switchboard, acting as secretary or dealing purely with women offenders—but to work full-time on investigations. 
 
    Breaking into the previously all-male investigatory side of the Office had not been easy. At first Alice and Joan Hilton, her opposite number on the day watch, had faced near hostility while working to prove their worth. The case which had won complete acceptance for Alice had not been easy, for it had been investigating the murder of her uncle, Deputy Tom Cord. [ii] Cracking that case ended any last doubts about the wisdom of employing woman deputies. It had also brought her a regular partner—and many women would have envied her choice. 
 
    Six foot three in height, even without counting his crepe-soled shoes, Deputy Bradford Counter topped the physique of a Mr. Universe with curly golden blond hair and an almost classically handsome face. Certainly he was the best-dressed male deputy present. His genuine Harris-tweed sports jacket had been tailored to the fit of his great spread of shoulders, enormous biceps and slim waist. It also hung so as to give no hint, even when buttoned, of the Colt Government Model .45 automatic pistol in the Hardy-Cooper spring shoulder holster under his left arm. He wore an open-necked dark gray shirt, blue silk cravat, and gray slacks with knife-edge creases. 
 
    That Brad Counter dressed in the manner of a top-grade young executive, drove an imported M.G. MGB convertible, and had an apartment at the exclusive Beverly Arms hotel in Upton Heights, caused his superiors—First Deputy McCall and Sheriff Jack Tragg—no concern as to his honesty. They, and his companions in the Office, knew him to belong to one of the richest families in Texas. 
 
    Instead of going into the family oil business, or one of the subsidiary organizations owned by the Counters, Brad had elected to become a peace officer. After graduating with honors from the University of Southern Texas’ Police Science and Administration class, he had taken the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s exacting police officers’ training course. From that he had come into the Sheriff’s Office as a deputy, without passing through the G.C.P.D.’s academy or serving as a municipal police officer. 
 
    There had been some criticism of Jack Tragg for employing Brad; doubts over whether a young man with purely a theoretical background in law enforcement could handle the work. Helped by Deputy Tom Cord, Brad had gained practical knowledge and confounded those who gloomily predicted failure by becoming a successful member of an investigation team. Together Brad and Alice had hunted the two professional killers responsible for the old deputy’s death and the big blond’s automatic had cut them down when they resisted arrest. Brad was considered to be the best all-round gun handler in the county or municipal law enforcement offices, while he had also gained the reputation for being able to hold up his end in any kind of rough-house brawl. 
 
    Brad’s affinity for peace officer work and skill with firearms was hereditary, stemming from his paternal great-grandfather. Back in the wild years following the War between the States, Mark Counter had been known as a gun fighter of the first water, a man of enormous physical strength, extremely effective at bare-handed combat—and a top hand with the ladies. [iii] Certainly Brad had inherited all his illustrious ancestor’s good qualities, including the last; a fact to which Alice could testify. 
 
    Not that either Alice or Brad were being given much chance to demonstrate their abilities as peace officers. It had been a quiet evening; almost as if the 250,000 or so citizens of Gusher City had reached a mutual agreement not to commit any of the offences which the deputies had responsibility for investigating. With their county-wide jurisdiction, the Sheriff’s Office also acted as the city’s homicide squad. That extended beyond merely investigating murders. There were twenty-two legal infractions—train-wrecking, wife-beating, kidnapping, being three of them—crimes which might end in killing, which came within the deputies’ scope. Only that night nobody seemed to be breaking any of the twenty-two. 
 
    Having finished their own paperwork, four of the male deputies gathered at the uniformed team’s desk and talked. Ready to help with details of the report Alice was typing, Brad sat on the edge of their desk and cleaned the Winchester riot gun which he carried when expecting trouble. 
 
    The door of the Watch Commander’s office opened and First Deputy McCall entered the squad-room. Big, craggy-faced as a Highland shepherd, he wore a gray business suit and Stetson hat. That he had the latter on did not imply he was just arriving at, or on the point of leaving, the Office. According to rumor, not even his wife had ever seen him bare-headed. 
 
    ‘The tax-payers’re sure getting their money’s worth tonight,’ McCall said dryly, looking at the four deputies. 
 
    ‘Things’re real quiet,’ admitted big, burly Irishman, Deputy Rafferty. 
 
    ‘Maybe they’ll hot up later,’ Deputy Valenca went on. ‘They mostly do.’ 
 
    ‘Which being the case, some of you’d best go grab a meal to be ready for it,’ McCall decided. ‘Where’re Dick and Frank at?’ 
 
    ‘Making the rounds down in Greevers,’ Deputy Chu, Rafferty’s Chinese partner answered. ‘Nothing special, but they figured to drift around for a spell.’ 
 
    That had always been the habit of capable peace officers. Even on quiet nights they roamed the streets ready to prevent trouble breaking out. So McCall showed no surprise to learn that the Negro and Mexican deputies had decided to prowl in the police division which housed the majority of their people. However, his cold eyes stayed on the quartet. No chaser of his watch, as long as they performed their duties efficiently, his Scottish nature protested at seeing them standing around at the tax-payers’ expense. 
 
    ‘Who’s going?’ the First Deputy asked. 
 
    ‘We may as well, Tom,’ Rafferty suggested to his partner. ‘Why don’t all four of you go?’ Alice asked, stopping typing. ‘Then maybe I can finish this report in peace. I nearly included the punch line to your last joke, Lars.’ 
 
    ‘The sheriff told it to me,’ replied the enormous blond, Deputy Larsen, his voice as mild and gentle as a store assistant serving a rich customer. ‘Come on, Tony. We know when we’re not wanted.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be at the Badge, Mac,’ Chu said, leading the quartet in the direction of the main entrance. 
 
    After the other deputies’ departure, McCall crossed to Alice and Brad’s desk. He picked up the papers she had already typed, finding them to be what he had expected; the report on a multiple-murder investigation she and Brad had recently brought to a successful conclusion. [iv] Hooking his rump on to the opposite end of the desk to the big blond, McCall began to read the report. 
 
    Ten minutes went by. Sitting back in her chair, Alice stretched and let out a sigh. Brad had completed the cleaning of the riot gun and nursed it as he watched his partner remove the papers from the typewriter. Glancing at the clock, Alice opened her mouth to speak. Before she could, the telephone in McCall’s office buzzed loudly. Returning the report to the desk top, the First Deputy crossed the room and disappeared through the door. 
 
    ‘Cross your fingers,’ Alice warned Brad. 
 
    ‘You and your big mouth, boss-lady,’ the blond replied. ‘We’re the only team in the building.’ 
 
    ‘I had noticed that,’ Alice admitted, her voice an attractive Southern drawl. ‘It may be nothing.’ 
 
    A hope which McCall rapidly proceeded to shatter on his return. His face held as near a smile as it ever showed. Glancing at the empty typewriter and assembled riot gun, he said, ‘Now that’s what I call giving the tax-payers value for their money. One set of chores finished and you’re all ready and eager to start another.’ 
 
    ‘What is it, Mac?’ Alice asked resignedly. 
 
    ‘Call from the duty patrolman at Central Receiving. A woman’s just recently brought in a man with a probable skull fracture. She was a mite hysterical, but they’ve quietened her down ‘ 
 
    ‘It can’t just be an auto accident,’ Brad groaned. ‘We’re not that lucky.’ 
 
    Also, the officer at the Central Receiving Hospital would not have troubled the Sheriff’s Office under those conditions. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t,’ McCall confirmed. ‘Way she’s told it, somebody pistol-whipped him.’ 
 
    Which meant that the Hospital Detail patrolman had acted correctly. Those Articles in the ‘Offenses Against the Person’ section of Texas Penal Code covering the different degrees of assault and battery, formed a major part of the twenty-two infractions under the Sheriff’s Office’s jurisdiction. 
 
    ‘We’d best get over there and ask her who, when, where—and why,’ Alice decided, watching Brad taking his riot gun to replace it in the box. ‘Like the man said, why did I have to open my big mouth?’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Three 
 
    Riding one of the elevators to the ground floor, Alice and Brad left the D.P.S. Building by a rear door. They collected their black and white Oldsmobile Super 88 deputy car from its place in the carefully-planned geometrical pattern—arranged to prevent confusion and speed mass departure in the event of a full-scale emergency—of law enforcement vehicles in the official parking lot. While Brad drove, Alice reported them out and told their destination to the Communications Bureau’s permanently-manned Central Control. 
 
    Neither of them spoke much during the short journey, but their thoughts ran along similar lines. Would this be just another routine chore, or were they headed into the start of a long, grueling and dangerous case? They had little enough information to go on, which did not surprise them. Patrolmen of the Hospital Detail were notorious for the brevity of their reports. 
 
    Each of the city’s larger hospitals had a member of the Patrol Bureau present twenty-four hours a day. The Hospital Detail offered an important, yet comfortable and not too hazardous assignment for older patrolmen. Like the old hands in any trade, profession or organization, such officers knew how to perform their duties thoroughly but with the minimum fuss and effort on their part. 
 
    On arriving at the Central Receiving Hospital, situated at the junction of Business and Gusher City South Divisions, the deputies parked their car and went into the reception area. They saw a tall, portly, gray-haired patrolman coming from a room with ‘G.C.P.D. Hospital Detail’ painted on its door. Going over to him, they showed their identification wallets. 
 
    ‘Howdy,’ the patrolman greeted. ‘She’s waiting inside. Way she tells it, you’ve a 1408a.’ 
 
    Alice and Brad exchanged glances. Article 1408a of the Texas Penal Code was a robbery in which a firearm or other dangerous weapon was exposed or used; it carried a penalty of death or a prison term of not less than five years. Such a case might easily wind up in gunplay and flying lead. 
 
    ‘Any more?’ Alice asked, returning the I.D. wallet to her shoulder bag. 
 
    ‘Name’s Mrs. Ivy Monoghan,’ the patrolman replied. ‘Feller’s not Mr. Monoghan though. He’s Martin Hoopler, a friend of the family.’ 
 
    ‘Like that, huh?’ Brad drawled, having caught the inflection in the officer’s laconic words. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know,’ the patrolman answered. ‘’Less I miss my guess, you’d have to fight her off your lap if you didn’t have your partner along. Lordy lord, they didn’t have gals like her when I was young enough to use ’em.’ 
 
    ‘Monoghan,’ Alice said, before Brad could comment to the harness bull’s statement. ‘That seems to ring a bell.’ 
 
    ‘If you’d once seen her, you’d not forget her in a hurry,’ the patrolman stated, directing his words to Brad. ‘She’s some looker. A blonde; and what a build.’ He rolled his eyes ecstatically. ‘Her and that striptease gal at the Queen of Clubs might be twins.’ 
 
    ‘The Manders killing,’ Brad said to Alice, beating her to it by a split second. ‘Mrs. Monoghan was one of the three possibles for the victim.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ the girl agreed, remembering other things they had heard about Mrs. Monoghan while trying to identify the hideously-battered body of a murdered woman. [v] ‘Let’s go in and talk to her.’ 
 
    ‘I was just going to fetch us some coffee,’ the patrolman remarked. ‘Bring you a cup if you like.’ 
 
    ‘That’d be great,’ Alice replied. ‘Let’s go, Brad. If she looks like Zippy Sharon, you’ll be busting a gut to see her.’ 
 
    To be truthful, Alice also felt some interest at the prospect of meeting the third of the women whose name had come up as the possible victim of the brutal murder. For various reasons, she and Brad had not needed to see either Zippy Sharon or Mrs. Monoghan during the investigation. Feminine curiosity prompted Alice’s interest, but another reason lay at the bottom of it. 
 
    Brad opened the door and allowed his partner to precede him into the room. Looking over Alice’s shoulder, he saw the woman seated on the comfortable divan which the Hospital Detail officers had acquired from somewhere to augment the meager furnishings supplied by the G.P.C.D. Coming to her feet, Ivy Monoghan showed that she had a rich, voluptuous body and curves matching those of striptease star Zippy Sharon or the actual victim, girl wrestler Fairy Manders. In her mid-twenties, she had a sensual beauty and attraction—and knew it. After a brief look at Alice, she gave Brad the majority of her attention. She seemed both worried and pleased to see the big, exceptionally handsome blond deputy. 
 
    ‘Mrs. Monoghan,’ Alice greeted. ‘I’m Deputy Fayde and this is my partner, Deputy Counter.’ 
 
    ‘I—I think we’ve met, Dep—Mr. Counter,’ Ivy said, smiling weakly. ‘We’ve never been introduced formally, but I’ve seen you several times at the Beverly Arms.’ 
 
    ‘I live there, ma’am,’ Brad answered in a non-committal manner. ‘Sit down, please. We’d like to ask you some questions.’ 
 
    ‘Here, right now?’ Ivy groaned, looking appealingly pathetic at Brad. 
 
    ‘Here, right now,’ Alice answered for him and sensed the hostility in the glare Ivy directed at her. 
 
    ‘It’s late,’ the blonde pointed out sharply. ‘I should be getting home.’ 
 
    ‘We won’t take any more of your time than is absolutely necessary,’ Alice promised. ‘But we have to know all about the incident. Sit down, please.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure that I can help you,’ Ivy said, without complying with the request. 
 
    ‘We’ll have to be the judges of that,’ Alice stated. 
 
    Ivy stood hesitantly fumbling with her handbag, eyes going from one deputy to the other. Then she turned her gaze on Brad, giving him the full benefit of a stare which had never yet failed to win a man over to her way of thinking. 
 
    ‘If I tell you all I know, Mr. Counter, can I have your word that I won’t be called on to appear in court as a witness?’ 
 
    ‘We can’t promise you that,’ Alice answered. 
 
    ‘Then I can’t tell you anything!’ Ivy insisted. 
 
    ‘If we don’t get your story, we’ll have to take you to the Department of Public Safety Building and hold you as a material witness,’ Alice warned, and continued before the blonde could start protesting, ‘Remember one thing. There’re no reporters around here, but there’s always a few at the D.P.S. Building.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care about reporters!’ Ivy snorted, but her tone showed that she did. ‘You can’t take me there!’ 
 
    ‘We can and would have to,’ Alice assured her uncompromisingly. ‘You brought in an injured man who you said had been hit with a revolver. That implies a crime has been committed and that you saw it. So, unless we have other witnesses, we have to hold you until we’ve checked your story. I realize that being involved might embarrass you ‘ 
 
    ‘Just what are you implying?’ Ivy bristled. 
 
    ‘Suppose you tell me what happened,’ Brad put in, using a gentler manner than that of his partner. ‘I’ve friends in the Public Relations Bureau and I’ll ask them not to mention your name in the press hand-outs. And it would be easier to avoid reporters here.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right, of course, and I’m being foolish,’ Ivy purred and sat down. She crossed her legs, which exposed a fair length of them to Brad’s view. Dipping a hand into her bag, she took out and opened a gold cigarette case to show two gold-tipped cigarettes. ‘Do you smoke?’ 
 
    ‘Not right now,’ Brad replied, producing a lighter from his jacket pocket. 
 
    Face showing no expression, Alice watched Ivy’s hands close on Brad’s as he held the flame of the lighter to the woman’s cigarette. Although the blonde did not know it, she had fallen for one of the oldest peace officer tricks in the book. From the first moment their eyes had met, Alice sensed the other’s hostility and had known instinctively that she would be uncooperative to a member of her own sex. According to the information received during the Manders’ investigation, Ivy had a husband much older than herself and liked the company of men around her own age. Without bias or jealousy, Alice figured the blonde to have the kind of man-hungry nature to which Brad would appeal. Having seen Brad keep his mind on duty and follow a conversation, during the multiple-murder case recently completed, while Zippy Sharon performed her breath-taking, provocative dance routine near at hand, Alice figured she could trust him to ignore the lesser allure of Ivy Monoghan. So they had applied the hard- and soft-sell technique which so often yielded results. After Alice’s harsh, faintly antagonistic behavior, Brad’s gentleness, looks and physique had won the woman over. 
 
    With her cigarette’s tip glowing red, Ivy reluctantly took her hands from Brad’s. Then she darted a slightly defiant leer at Alice who had withdrawn a few steps. Turning her attention back to Brad, the blonde asked him what he wanted to know. 
 
    ‘Start with where the incident took place and go on from there,’ the big deputy suggested. 
 
    ‘It was on one of the turn-offs from the State Auto Road,’ Ivy answered. ‘We, Marty and I, were going along it. I’d left a pair of gloves at our hunting lodge out by Euclid and wanted to collect them. We only stopped the car for a moment—’  
 
    ‘Why?’ Brad prompted. ‘I’ll have to know the answer, it’s expected of me.’ 
 
    ‘Marty is a talented young actor,’ Ivy explained, mollified by the explanation of the reason for the question. Probably the redhead would have reported him had he failed to ask it. ‘He’s just waiting for a chance to break into the big time. Well, he wanted to explain to me how he would play a part. So we stopped. You must be wondering why he was driving me out there instead of my husband?’ 
 
    ‘The thought never entered my head,’ Brad said, so convincingly that he might have been telling the truth. 
 
    ‘It’s quite harmless,’ Ivy purred, then puffed at her cigarette. ‘Arnold, my husband, is attending a business meeting tonight. So Marty offered to take me. We—Arnold and I—didn’t think it would be safe for me to drive out to the lodge alone—’ 
 
    ‘So you stopped the car on the turn-off?’ Alice put in. 
 
    ‘Only for a short time,’ Ivy answered sharply. ‘ Marty couldn’t explain how he would play the part while he was driving.’ She did not speak the words ‘So there!’ but they were present in her manner. Instead she looked at Brad. Stubbing out her cigarette, she sat a little straighter and was clearly approaching the dramatic climax of her story. ‘Suddenly the left side front door opened and this man was there. Lordy lord! It was weird I—’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ Brad inquired, figuring the question to be expected. 
 
    ‘Why, the way he dressed. He might have stepped straight out of a Western movie; the hat, clothes, he had one of those gunbelts, even a revolver like Matt Dillon uses in Gunsmoke.’ 
 
    ‘A Peacemaker?’ Brad ejaculated. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what it’s called. But it was just like the one Matt Dillon uses, with a white handle and the same long barrel.’ 
 
    ‘A Cavalry Model Peacemaker,’ Brad breathed, for he knew the type of revolver used by James Arness when playing Matt Dillon on the Gunsmoke television shows. 
 
    ‘If you say so,’ Ivy replied accommodatingly. ‘He even wore a bandana around his face for a mask, just like a baddie in a Western movie.’ 
 
    ‘Can you describe him?’ Brad asked, putting aside the matter of the gun. 
 
    To one side of her partner and Ivy, Alice had taken a seat on one of the chairs. Already she had a pen and notebook in her hands, resting on the shoulder bag as she wrote down the conversation. Designed by Pete Ludwig for use by female peace officers, the bag was roomy enough to hold her I.D. wallet, handcuffs, Colt Commander .45 automatic pistol in a detachable holster, two spare magazines and other items of use in her work. 
 
    ‘He was tall,’ Ivy answered. ‘But not as tall as you. Maybe an inch or so shorter, and without your physique. Well built, perhaps, but not exceptional.’ Her eyes roved over Brad’s powerful frame with open admiration. ‘Like I said, he was dressed like a cowboy. A black hat like they wear, black and white vest, gray shirt, Levis pants and high-heeled boots. And the gunbelt. It was wide, you’ve seen the kind I mean, with bullets in the loops on it.’ 
 
    Searching the woman’s face, Brad could see nothing to suggest that she lied or made up the description. A glance at Alice told him that she had reached the same conclusion—and yet a man dressed like an old-West owlhoot seemed just a mite hard to take. 
 
    ‘What happened after he opened the door?’ Brad wanted to know. 
 
    ‘He ordered us out of the car. Marty went first and, as I followed, he tried to jump the man—isn’t that what you call it?’ 
 
    ‘It’ll do.’ 
 
    ‘I—I’ve never seen anybody move so quickly,’ Ivy continued. His arm just flashed out, the man’s I mean, then the barrel of his revolver struck Marty and he dropped like a log. I thought he was dead. Then the man turned on me, shoved his revolver into my stomach and told me not to make a sound. I didn’t. I was terrified. Alone, defenseless, I was at his mercy—’ 
 
    At that moment the patrolman entered, carrying a tray. Crossing the room, he set it down on the divan. After a long stare at Ivy’s legs, he began to pour out cups of coffee. On handing one to Alice, he favored her with a broad wink but made no comment. 
 
    ‘He didn’t harm you, did he?’ Brad inquired as Ivy nursed her cup and sipped appreciatively at its contents. 
 
    ‘No. He just holstered his gun and told me to give him my handbag—’ 
 
    ‘He holstered his gun?’ Alice repeated. 
 
    ‘That’s what I said,’ Ivy replied. ‘Perhaps you would have tried to jump him, but I don’t have your—training.’ 
 
    ‘I’d say you did the right thing, not trying it,’ Brad consoled the blonde. 
 
    ‘I know I did,’ Ivy sniffed, her scorn directed at Alice. ‘After he had emptied my billfold, he put it in the bag and returned it to me. Then, while he was emptying Marty’s wallet, I just moved slightly. He came up to his feet and drew his gun like lightning. It was so fast that I hardly saw his hand move.’ 
 
    ‘How much did he take from you?’ Brad asked. 
 
    ‘About a hundred and eighty dollars. They were mostly ten-dollar bills.’ 
 
    ‘In new notes, or old? If they were new, Miss Fayde and I might be able to learn their serial numbers.’ 
 
    ‘They weren’t new,’ Ivy replied, as if confessing to a serious breach of social etiquette. 
 
    ‘He only took money?’ Alice put in. 
 
    ‘Yes. I offered him this bracelet, but he refused it. That surprised me, it’s quite valuable. So are my rings and necklace, but he said he didn’t want them and I didn’t argue about it.’ 
 
    ‘What happened when he drew on you?’ Brad asked. ‘Nothing. He saw that I wasn’t trying anything. Then he made me go around the car, put Marty into the back seat and left.’ 
 
    ‘On foot?’ 
 
    ‘That was the last I saw of him, Mr. Counter. Going through the trees. As soon as he was out of sight, I climbed into the car and drove away.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t hear the sound of another engine from the direction he went?’ 
 
    ‘No. I just got away as quickly as I could.’ 
 
    Continuing her story under Brad’s gentle probing, Ivy mentioned that the owlhoot had not been wearing gloves. Further questioning brought out the fact that, although he had wiped the door handles with his handkerchief, he left Hoopler’s looted wallet where it fell when he discarded it to draw his Colt. Ivy admitted that she had been too concerned with escape, and obtaining medical aid for her escort, to think of picking up the wallet. 
 
    After hearing Ivy’s story, Alice asked the patrolman if he knew anything about Hoopler’s condition. As she expected, the officer had taken time to ask questions while collecting the coffee. Raising his eyes from their perusal of the blonde’s legs, he told the deputies that Hoopler had a fractured skull, was under sedation and would be unable to answer questions until the following evening at the earliest. 
 
    ‘Finish your coffee, Mrs. Monoghan,’ Alice suggested, closing her notebook and returning it to the Pete Ludwig bag. ‘Then, if you’ll help this officer make out his report, my partner will go and attend to a few routine matters. After that, we’d like you to come out in our car and show us where it happened.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be a big help if you’ll do that for us,’ Brad went on. 
 
    ‘Of course I’ll do it,’ Ivy declared, looking straight at the blond giant, ‘if you want me to.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Four 
 
    ‘Give her five more minutes and she’d’ve been crawling into the front of your shirt,’ Alice told Brad coldly as they left the Hospital Detail’s room. 
 
    ‘It’s the old Counter charm working,’ the big blond grinned. ‘What do you reckon, boss-lady?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Alice admitted frankly, leading the way towards a row of public telephones near the main entrance of the reception hall. ‘Like she said, it’s weird. This hombre dresses like an owlhoot in a Western movie, empties her billfold and the boyfriend’s wallet, but doesn’t take jewelry and a cigarette case which would bring around a thousand dollars from a fence. Still, that could have been a smart move.’ 
 
    ‘Could have,’ Brad conceded. ‘Dressed that way, he’ll stick out like a sore thumb on the streets.’ 
 
    ‘If he’s on them,’ Alice agreed. ‘I’ll have Mac put out an A.P.B. for him. When he hears the description, he’ll think I’ve flipped.’ 
 
    ‘One thing about it gets me,’ Brad drawled. ‘If he’s toting a Cavalry Model Peacemaker, how does he make a real fast draw?’ 
 
    ‘Matt Dillon does it,’ Alice reminded him. 
 
    ‘James Arness’s way over six foot tall, must have some Counter blood in him,’ Brad replied. ‘It can be done by a real tall man, but I’d say nobody under six foot could make a fast draw with a barrel that long.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the gun expert, Brad. Now me, I was wondering if maybe there could be another motive behind the robbery.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘She’s cheating on her husband, and not for the first time from the way Connie Storm talked about her. Maybe he got wise to it and planned to throw a bad scare into her and Hoopler?’ 
 
    ‘She’d have recognized him,’ Brad objected. 
 
    ‘Likely,’ Alice agreed. ‘Unless he hired it done. Or she could have tapped Hoopler over the head herself and made up the whole story.’ 
 
    ‘If she had, she’d’ve made up something a whole heap more likely-sounding.’ 
 
    ‘Or figured that’s what we’d think and played a double bluff.’ 
 
    With that Alice entered one of the booths. Taking up the telephone’s receiver, she dialed McCall’s number. On hearing the First Deputy’s broad Scottish accent, Alice told him the story received from Ivy Monoghan. Even the stoical Scot could not hold back a startled exclamation on hearing the description of the robber. However, he agreed to have Central Control send out an all points bulletin for a watch to be kept in case the owlhoot tried to go through the city in his old-fashioned clothes. That was merely routine, Alice, Brad and McCall all expected that the man would have changed into something less conspicuous before appearing on the streets. 
 
    ‘I told Mac we’d radio in if we need a cameraman or lab crew at the scene of the crime,’ Alice told her partner on leaving the booth. ‘He’ll have somebody from Latent Prints come over and dust the car’s door handles in case the owlhoot didn’t wipe them clean.’ 
 
    ‘Be as well,’ Brad agreed and looked across the hall. ‘Here she comes. I’ll go and fetch our heap around.’ 
 
    ‘I hope this doesn’t take long,’ Ivy announced irritably as she joined Alice. 
 
    ‘We’ll get through as quickly as we can,’ Alice assured her. 
 
    Neither of them spoke again until Brad drove up to the front of the building in the Oldsmobile. Taking the lead through the doors, Alice reached the car ahead of Ivy and looked over her shoulder at the blonde. 
 
    ‘You’ll have to go in the back, Mrs. Monoghan. It’s regulations.’ 
 
    Ignoring the indignant sniff from behind her, Alice slid into the seat at Brad’s side. Ivy climbed sulkily into the rear and moved across until she sat behind the blond deputy. I’ve fetched a spotlight from the boot, Alice,’ Brad remarked as he started the Oldsmobile moving. ‘We may need it.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Alice replied. ‘Tell us when we reach the turn-off, Mrs. Monoghan.’ 
 
    ‘I will,’ Ivy promised icily. Then her tone warmed up. ‘Mr. Counter—or can I call you “Bradford”?—Didn’t I see you at the Heverens’ Christmas ball last year?’ 
 
    ‘I was invited, but couldn’t make it,’ Brad replied. 
 
    Sensing that the blonde might start taking them through the Upton Heights’ social register in search of mutual friends, Alice cut in with a question about the owlhoot. While leaving town along the State Auto Road, the deputies learned about his way of speaking. 
 
    ‘What does “make wolf-bait” mean, Bradford?’ Ivy asked after mentioning the threat. 
 
    ‘To kill,’ the blond answered. ‘In the old days, if a rancher had trouble with wolves, he used to shoot a steer or old horse and either poison the carcass or use it as a lure to gather the wolves around so he could shoot them. So if you made wolf-bait of a man, you’d killed him.’ 
 
    ‘Oh! But why would he say that he’d blow smoke in Marty’s face?’ 
 
    ‘“Blow” or “throw”?’ 
 
    ‘It could have been either, Bradford. Wait, I think it was “throw”.’ 
 
    ‘It’s another of the old-time range sayings,’ Brad explained. ‘The bullets that the cowhands used were loaded with black powder and it threw out a big cloud of smoke when it was touched off. So they’d say that they’d thrown smoke in his face if they had to shoot at another man.’ 
 
    ‘You certainly know a lot about the old West,’ Ivy complimented. ‘But of course, your great-grandfather was the Mark Counter, wasn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Did the man who robbed you look like anybody you know, Mrs. Monoghan?’ Alice inquired before Brad could reply. 
 
    ‘He was masked!’ Ivy snapped. 
 
    ‘I mean did his build, or any of his mannerisms remind you of anybody?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I can think of,’ Ivy answered, ‘but so few of my friends go around robbing people.’ 
 
    ‘And he didn’t remind you of anybody?’ Alice insisted. ‘A tradesman, one of your husband’s employees, like that.’ 
 
    ‘The only thing he reminded me of was the baddie in a Western movie,’ Ivy insisted, then pointed over Brad’s shoulder. ‘That’s the turn-off.’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t get to Euclid along there,’ Brad objected. ‘That’s where your hunting lodge is, you told us.’ 
 
    ‘Did I?’ Ivy gasped. ‘I must have been confused. But this is definitely the turn-off we went along.’ 
 
    Knowing that further questioning would be met by evasive answers or direct lies, Alice and Brad let the matter of Ivy’s destination slide. Alice connected the plug of the hand-spotlight’s long cord to the socket on the Oldsmobile’s dashboard and asked how far Ivy had gone along the track before stopping. 
 
    ‘No more than half a mile,’ the blonde guessed. 
 
    Swinging the Oldsmobile on to the track, Brad reduced its speed to a crawl. As they turned a corner, they saw a convertible parked without lights at the side of the track. Its occupants bounced away from each other as Alice directed the spotlight’s beam on to them. 
 
    ‘They must have come later,’ Ivy said. ‘I know I didn’t see another car as I drove out.’ 
 
    Seeing the convertible did not surprise the deputies, nor did finding another car parked in a similar manner further along. Once again Ivy insisted that it had not been there as she left the scene of the crime. Although Alice illuminated the second vehicle in passing, causing the man and woman on the front seat to separate hurriedly and glare in her direction, she saw nothing suspicious and the Oldsmobile went by without stopping. The turn-offs were much used by Gusher City couples as lovers’ lanes. 
 
    Leaning out of the window, Alice directed the spotlight’s beam across the Oldsmobile’s bonnet and at the left side of the track. After covering slightly over half a mile, they turned a corner and the light picked out something brown against the green of the grass under a large white oak tree. Even as the deputies identified the brown object as a wallet, Ivy announced hesitantly that she thought they had reached the spot where she and Hoopler had parked. 
 
    Telling Ivy to stay in the car, Alice opened her door and swung out. Moving across the seat, Brad collected a powerful flashlight from the glove compartment and left through Alice’s door. Once glance at the hard surface of the track told him that the precaution had been unnecessary. There was no hope of finding footprints or tire marks on it. Nor would the springy, short grass be better for retaining visual signs of the robber’s presence. 
 
    ‘Which way did he go, Mrs. Monoghan?’ Alice asked. 
 
    ‘There,’ Ivy answered, pointing through the window she had opened towards the trees. ‘Y-You’re not going to leave me here alone while you go after him?’ 
 
    ‘We aren’t going after him,’ Alice replied. 
 
    Instead of being assured, Ivy let out an indignant squeal of, ‘You mean that you’re just going to let him get away with it?’ 
 
    ‘No, Mrs. Monoghan,’ Alice replied patiently, starting to coil the long cord of the spotlight. ‘We’re not going to let him get away with it. But we can’t see well enough with a flashlight to find and follow his tracks. In the morning, as soon as it’s light, the Scientific Investigation Bureau’s search specialists will be out here looking for evidence.’ 
 
    ‘But he’ll be gone by then!’ Ivy protested. 
 
    ‘He’s gone now,’ Alice pointed out. ‘If we start blundering around in the dark, we’ll spoil any chance of S.I.B.’s experts finding his tracks.’ 
 
    ‘Bring me a bag, Alice,’ Brad called from where he stood looking down at the wallet. 
 
    Opening the glove compartment, Alice took out one of a stack of plastic bags. Made up for the S.I.B., the bags had a draw-string at the neck to which was attached a small cardboard tag. Joining her partner, she held the bag open. He lifted the wallet by inserting the end of a ball-point pen inside it, then dropped it into the bag. Closing the neck, Alice filled in details of the find on the tag. 
 
    ‘Why did you do that?’ Ivy inquired as the deputies returned. 
 
    ‘So that we won’t get our fingerprints on it,’ Alice answered. ‘There’s no more we can do here, Brad.’ 
 
    ‘Nope,’ the big blond agreed. ‘We’ll drop Mrs. Monoghan at Central Receiving and go back to the Office.’ 
 
    ‘Er—could you see me home, Bradford?’ Ivy suggested coyly. ‘I mean, the man might be watching us and decide to get me to stop me identifying him.’ 
 
    ‘You said that you couldn’t identify him,’ Alice reminded her. 
 
    ‘He doesn’t know that!’ Ivy hissed, then became demure and appealing once more. ‘I would feel safer with you along, Bradford.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not likely that he’ll try anything,’ Alice said calmly. ‘But we’ll follow you home just to make sure.’ 
 
    Although that had not been Ivy’s idea when suggesting Brad acted as escort, she did not take the matter further. Throwing herself back against the upholstery of the rear seat, she pouted and scowled as the deputies climbed in at the front. Except for brief replies when spoken to, she kept quiet during the return journey. Watching her in the driving mirror, Alice could see that the blonde was thinking. 
 
    ‘I suppose I was just being silly,’ Ivy remarked, sounding studiously casual, as she climbed from the Oldsmobile at the Central Receiving Hospital’s parking lot. ‘Of course he won’t be after me. So there’s no reason for you to waste any more time by following me home.’ 
 
    ‘Have it your way, Mrs. Monoghan,’ Alice smiled. ‘We have your telephone number if we need to contact you. Let’s go, Brad.’ 
 
    Despite their apparent acceptance, the deputies still intended to carry out Alice’s suggestion. Although they felt sure that Ivy had originally made the request as an excuse to be alone and start a flirtation with Brad, they realized she might also have had a more serious motive. Maybe she suspected that the robbery had been organized by her husband as a cover for an assault against Hoopler. In which case, she would want an escort home. 
 
    Alice now figured that Ivy had no such suspicions. There could be a good reason why the blonde did not want the peace officers to follow her, one she had thought of during the ride back to the city. If she had been the one who inflicted the injury on Hoopler, she might want to visit some apartment or other rendezvous to remove evidence of her connection with him. That could not be done with a deputy car on her tail. So, while she had made the offer to Brad without considering the consequences, being given time to think had showed her the danger and she had taken steps to avoid it. 
 
    Unlikely, perhaps, but peace officers engaged on detective duties became suspicious by nature. So they followed Ivy’s Cadillac through the streets without the blonde seeing them or suspecting their presence. She passed through Leander Division and began to ascend Upton Heights without making any detours or visits. At last she swung the car through a set of ornate wrought-iron gates and drove along the wide path to the front of the Monoghans’ magnificent pseudo Deep-South Mansion. 
 
    ‘It looks like she only wanted your company, Brad,’ Alice remarked as they, sat in the Oldsmobile, looking through the gates to where the Cadillac disappeared into the mansion’s garage and its electronically-controlled doors closed. 
 
    ‘Don’t they all, boss-lady?’ the big blond grinned. ‘And you-all went and spoiled my chances, for shame.’ Then he reached across with his right hand to gently squeeze her left thigh. ‘But I’m true to you through it all.’ 
 
    ‘Any time you’re not, you big galoot, I’ll fix your wagon but good,’ Alice warned. ‘Let’s go in and report, then you can buy me supper at the Badge.’ 
 
    ‘I bet Ivy’d’ve bought me supper,’ Brad drawled and started the car moving. 
 
    ‘Maybe she would,’ Alice sniffed. ‘But let us not forget that I out-rank you and don’t need to pay my way.’ 
 
    ‘Do you reckon that she told the truth?’ Brad asked as they cruised through Upton Heights in the direction of the Business Division, which housed the Department of Public Safety Building. 
 
    ‘I reckon she did, except about why she and Hoopler went along the turn-off,’ Alice replied. ‘Even if her husband did fix it, I don’t think she suspects him, or knew the feller that he used. And if it was just a stick-up, there’s no reason why she should know him.’ 
 
    ‘Do we treat it as a stick-up?’ Brad wanted to know, for Alice was the senior member of the team. 
 
    ‘Sure. Have R. & I. [vi] see what they can dig up for us when we get in. If we’re lucky, Latent Prints will get us something from the wallet. [vii] 
 
    ‘If we’re that lucky, I’ll take you to the Queen of Clubs every night for a week and sit with my eyes closed all the time Zippy Sharon’s on the floor.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep you to that,’ Alice threatened. 
 
    After parking the Oldsmobile in its place on the official lot, Alice and Brad entered the D.P.S. Building and went up to the third floor. On entering, the office, they found Rafferty and Chu talking to McCall. The three deputies looked at the newcomers with more interest than their mere arrival warranted. ‘That owlhoot of yours, Alice, Brad,’ McCall greeted. 
 
    ‘What about him?’ the girl asked. 
 
    ‘He’s hit another two cars on the Longley turn-off from the State Auto Road,’ the First Deputy answered. ‘First call came in just after you’d left Central Receiving.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you let us know?’ Alice demanded. 
 
    ‘I’d two more teams here, just wearing the chairs out with their butt ends,’ McCall replied. ‘Figured they might’s well go earn their pay.’ 
 
    ‘Was anybody hurt?’ Brad inquired. 
 
    ‘Nope. Which’s why I didn’t call you.’ 
 
    ‘He just made them empty their wallets and handbags into his hat,’ Rafferty continued when the First Deputy had finished speaking. ‘Just money, both times.’ 
 
    ‘Apart from being riled about losing their money, they all sounded more amused than scared,’ Chu went on. ‘One of the fellers said that being stuck up by a jasper dressed like that was almost a joke.’ 
 
    ‘They were lucky none of them tried to jump him,’ Alice said quietly. ‘Hoopler gave it a whirl. What happened to him wasn’t a joke.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Five 
 
    At five minutes to four on Wednesday afternoon, Woman Deputy Alice Fayde removed the ‘Off Watch’ strip from her name on the Sheriff’s Office’s Duty Roster board. By her side, Deputy Sheriff Bradford Counter signed his name in the squad room’s log book ready to start the watch and resume the investigation into the activities of the owlhoot. 
 
    Before logging off watch the previous night, Alice and Brad talked with the team which had handled the other two complaints against the owlhoot. Although they had picked up a few small items that might prove useful in identifying him, the sum total of their knowledge was not greatly increased. According to the second and third pairs of victims, the owlhoot was slightly under six feet in height, with a slender build. He had mousey-brown hair of medium length, taken straight back without a parting. 
 
    One of the male victims had proved to be a gun enthusiast. While the other three victims had merely confirmed Ivy Monoghan’s description of the revolver, he had stated definitely that it was a Colt Cavalry Peacemaker. Also, he had studied the owlhoot’s gun rig and said that to the best of his knowledge it was a Berns-Martin ‘Speed’ holster on one of the same company’s standard two-and-a-half-inch-wide belts, hand-carved with a floral design. Brad felt inclined to think that the man had made a correct identification. If he was right about the type of holster, it explained how the owlhoot could make a real fast draw with the seven-and-a-half-inch-barreled Peacemaker. 
 
    When questioned on the matter by Deputies Rafferty and Chu, none of the victims could claim that they had heard the sound of an engine starting after the owlhoot had left them. The gun enthusiast said that he had delayed his departure for at least five minutes hoping to do so. Alice and Brad hoped that the S.I.B.’s search specialists might provide the answer to how the owlhoot traveled from crime to crime. 
 
    All the first stages of the routine work had been completed before the deputies logged off watch. They had passed their information to the Records and Identification Bureau, with a request for the names of local criminals who were known to favor Western-style dress, have a similar method of operation, or use a Colt Cavalry Model Peacemaker in the commission of their crimes. Hoopler’s wallet had been turned over to the Latent Prints Detail of the S.I.B. to be dusted and checked for fingerprints. Alice had an uneasy feeling that little or nothing would come from the request to R. & I., but hoped Latent Prints might have more success. Why it should be, she could not say, but her instincts, fined and sharpened by almost eight years of peace officer’s work, warned her that they faced something new, different and dangerous. 
 
    After leaving the Department of Public Safety Building, Alice and Brad had put aside their thoughts on the owlhoot case. They had known that the Business Office—which handled calls that came in after midnight for the departments working a two-watch rota—would inform them by telephone if anything further developed. As senior member of the team, Alice would be called first, which was fortunate. During the dangerous days when they had acted as decoys to draw the murderous Colismides’ gang out of hiding, [viii] Alice and Brad had become very close. Following their usual procedure since the end of the case, they had spent the night together at her apartment. 
 
    Rising at around ten that morning, they had read the two local newspapers and found no mention of the owlhoot. That did not surprise them, for the Public Relations Bureau’s handout would have come too late for either paper to put the story into print. Alice and Brad knew that when the story broke, the Daily Lightning and Gusher City Mirror would play it up big. The human-interest aspects of a jet-age criminal dressing as an old West owlhoot ought to appeal to both newspapers. Listening to the newscast on the radio, the deputies were puzzled when it made no mention of the owlhoot. 
 
    Leaving Alice to wash the dishes, Brad had called the Central Receiving Hospital and inquired about Hoopler. While he was not considered to be in danger of permanent damage from the blow, he was still resting and partially under sedation. However, the intern talking to Brad had said that the deputies could have a short interview later in the day. Arranging to make the visit at around five o’clock, Brad had hung up. 
 
    With the appointment made, Alice and Brad had once more put thoughts of duty from their minds. While the big blond attended to some private business, Alice tidied up the apartment. After lunch they had visited the G.C.P.D. gymnasium for a work-out and by four o’clock arrived at the Sheriff’s Office ready to resume their investigations. 
 
    Looking around, Alice saw that only members of the night watch were present. The ‘In’ tray on her desk held a number of papers and a R. & I. folder. Before she and Brad could go over and check on the tray’s contents, McCall appeared at the door of the Watch Commander’s office and asked them to join him. Going in, they found the day watch’s commander and the sheriff at the desk. 
 
    Slightly over medium height, First Deputy Ricardo Alvarez looked like a handsome Hollywood Latin lover and moved with the controlled grace of a bull-fighter. As usual he wore uniform, with a Colt Commander .45 automatic riding the combat-bikini holster on his belt. 
 
    Sheriff Jack Tragg, senior law-enforcement officer in Rockabye County, stood six foot one inch tall, had short-cropped black hair and a tanned, ruggedly-handsome cast of features. In some way he contrived to make his well-cut brown suit, white shirt and country club tie look as traditionally old-West as the clothes worn by the owlhoot. 
 
    ‘Alice, Brad,’ Jack greeted, waving the newcomers into the empty chairs at the desk. ‘I see that you caught those 1408a’s last night.’ 
 
    ‘We’re lucky that way,’ Alice answered. 
 
    As the first team called in, they had charge of the whole case despite Chu and Rafferty dealing with the second and third complaints. Alice and Brad glanced at each other, aware that the sheriff had not called them in merely to discuss a comparatively minor investigation. 
 
    ‘There’s some stuff on your desk,’ McCall commented dourly. He never encouraged visitors to linger around the Watch Commander’s office by letting them sit down. ‘Nothing that helps much, though.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know about the case Joan and Sam are on?’ Jack inquired, looking from the girl to the big blond. 
 
    ‘Why sure,’ Alice agreed and, as Brad nodded, went on, ‘They’re handling the Sandwich killing. That was the accountant with the Euro-Tex Clothing Company who murdered a security guard and disappeared across the Rio Grande with the Company’s payroll.’ 
 
    ‘He may not have crossed the river,’ Alvarez corrected. ‘Captain Garcia’s been nosing around for the past three days and heard nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Which I’d say means that Sandwich didn’t get into Mexico,’ Brad drawled, having seen examples of the Mexican police’s efficiency under the guidance of Captain Garcia. ‘That still leaves a whole heap of places he could have gone.’ 
 
    ‘Joan’s got a hunch that he’s not gone any place,’ Alvarez went on. ‘She reckons he’s hid out someplace close by. Either in Gusher City or the County.’ 
 
    Knowing Joan Hilton to be an extremely experienced and capable peace officer, all the occupants of the Watch Commander’s office figured that her hunch was worth consideration. So Alice and Brad waited to hear how their current investigation would be affected. 
 
    ‘One of the things Joan learned, only it’s not been given out yet, is that Sandwich was going with a girl in the company,’ Alvarez continued. ‘They, Sandwich and the girl, her name’s Laurie Zingel, thought nobody knew about it and wanted it kept that way, him being a married man. It was only a vague rumor, but Joan followed it up. The Zingel gal’s living way over her income. And she’s told the super at her apartment building not to get worried if he didn’t see her around for a spell, she was going to visit her mother out in California.’ 
 
    ‘And she’s not going there,’ Alice guessed. 
 
    ‘She’s an orphan,’ Alvarez replied. 
 
    ‘Which means that she’s figuring on leaving, but doesn’t want the super calling the law when she’s not been seen around the building for a few days,’ Brad guessed. ‘Did she tell him when she would be going?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ answered Alvarez. ‘Just that she was waiting for word to go. We’ve had her under surveillance and a tap on her phone ever since Joan learned about her and Sandwich. So far she hasn’t contacted him or had any mail, so he’s not keeping in touch with her that way. We don’t know if she figures she’s being watched, or they’re just being real careful. So we aim to find out. From today, she’s going to be sure that we’re watching her.’ 
 
    ‘Psychological tailing,’ Alice said, echoing Brad’s thoughts. 
 
    ‘That’s it,’ Jack confirmed. ‘I want you two outside her apartment building when she comes home tonight. Lars and Tony’ll cover the back. You’ll use D cars and one of you will be in uniform—’ 
 
    ‘I’d be best,’ Alice suggested. 
 
    ‘You then, Alice,’ Jack assented. ‘There’ll be another team in an undercover car close by. Wherever she goes, I want her to know you’re after her. Give us luck and before the end of the week she’ll either contact Sandwich or lead us to him.’ 
 
    ‘How about our 1408a’s?’ Alice asked. 
 
    ‘That’s what we wanted to talk to you about,’ Jack replied. ‘From what I read in the reports, he picked up around five hundred dollars last night. If he’s like most crooks, he’ll spend it before he makes more hits.’ 
 
    ‘He might be a nut, doing it for kicks,’ Brad pointed out. 
 
    ‘I don’t think he’d’ve stopped with just hitting Hoopler once, if he was a nut,’ Jack objected. ‘Anyways, the hospital says that Hoopler’s not seriously injured and nobody else got hurt.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t argue about that,’ Brad drawled. 
 
    ‘Check your desk,’ Jack suggested. ‘If there’s any clear lead, follow it up. If not, get ready to start the tail on the Zingel girl. Joan’s case’s real important. Not just because of the money, but for how he killed the guard. He must’ve gone berserk, the way he damned near ripped that poor old bast—feller to doll-rags.’ 
 
    ‘I saw the scene-of-crime pictures,’ Alice admitted. ‘A feller who’d do that has to be stopped.’ 
 
    Having, as she had said, seen the photographs of Sandwich’s victim, Alice knew that arresting him rated a higher priority on the Office’s time than hunting down the owlhoot. Any man capable of repeatedly plunging a knife into human flesh, ripping and tearing at an almost lifeless body, must be caught as quickly as possible. Some senior law enforcement officials would have assigned their juniors to the more important case without explanation. That was not how Jack Tragg did things. The sheriff of Rockabye County never took a deputy team from a case unless he had told them the reason for doing so. 
 
    ‘Apart from pistol-whipping that Hoopler jasper, the owlhoot’s not hurt anybody,’ McCall said. ‘Like Pat told us last night, the other victims thought he was more of a joke than anything.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what worries me,’ Alice declared soberly. ‘Hoopler likely thought the same thing, tried to jump him and wound up with a cracked head. The next one to try it might not be so lucky.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll go along with you on that, Alice,’ Jack replied. ‘If it wasn’t for the Sandwich killing, I’d say go all out to locate him, As it is, I’ve asked all the Division houses to handle any more hits he makes unless there’s violence involved. Not that I expect any tonight. He’ll be out someplace spending his loot.’ Knowing that the majority of criminals acted in such a manner had already led Alice to the same conclusion. She was equally aware that the sheriff and First Deputies realized the danger of another victim underestimating the owlhoot and trying to attack him. Yet they were compelled to take the calculated risk in the interests of catching a far greater peril to human lives. 
 
    ‘I’ve asked P.R. to give all we have on the owlhoot to the news-media, Alice,’ Jack assured the girl. ‘I reckon they’ll play it up big.’ 
 
    ‘Which may scare him off,’ Brad warned. 
 
    ‘I won’t lose any sleep if it does,’ the sheriff stated. 
 
    ‘We’ve made an appointment to see Hoopler at Central Receiving at five,’ Alice remarked. ‘Do you want us to keep it?’ 
 
    ‘Think he can give you anything new?’ McCall inquired. 
 
    ‘It’s a chance,’ Brad pointed out. 
 
    ‘Do you reckon that the stick-ups were a cover for Monoghan having Hoopler worked over?’ Jack asked, for McCall had told him of the deputies’ suspicions. 
 
    ‘It’s always possible,’ Alice pointed out. ‘Hit Mrs. Monoghan’s car first, pistol-whip Hoopler, then stick up two more cars so that we think robbery was the only motive.’ 
 
    ‘Keep it in mind,’ Jack told Alice and Brad. ‘Go to Central Receiving after you’ve checked the reports on your desk. Laurie Zingel gets home about six. I want you, or another team if you’re on to something red hot, out there when she shows.’ 
 
    ‘Yo!’ Alice gave the old cavalry response, coming to her feet. ‘We’ll be using triplex radios, I reckon?’ 
 
    Jack nodded. During the morning, the Communications Bureau had fitted three-way radio sets—Central Control to car, car to Central Control and car to car—into the vehicles to be used for the ‘psychological tailing’ and undercover work. 
 
    ‘It’s all set up,’ the sheriff said. ‘We’ve got a tap on her telephone, its operator’s got a triplex. There’re two policewomen living along the hall from her. They’ll be on watch all night. If she leaves her pad, they’ll let you know. You and the undercover car’ll follow her. If she tries to lose you, let her.’ 
 
    ‘Huh huh!’ Alice replied, knowing the reason for the order. After losing the deputy car, Laurie Zingel would believe herself safe and, they hoped, fail to recognize the undercover vehicle for what it was. 
 
    ‘Could be chancy though,’ Brad warned. ‘She might lose us and the U.C.’ 
 
    ‘Every night after dark, Lars or Tony’ll fix a magnetic transmitter bug to her car,’ Jack explained. ‘Communications’ tracking trucks will be able to find her. At first light, the bug’ll be taken away.’ 
 
    ‘We figure she’ll make her move after dark,’ McCall said and looked pointedly at the wall clock. ‘Tell Lars and Tony to come in when you go.’ 
 
    ‘Any questions?’ Jack inquired, grinning a little at his First Deputy’s not-too-subtle hint. 
 
    ‘None,’ Alice answered. 
 
    ‘Brad?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve thought of them all before I need ask them, sir,’ Brad replied and followed his partner across the office. 
 
    Delivering McCall’s message to Deputies Larsen and Valenca in passing, Alice went to her team’s desk. She sat down, took the top sheet of paper from the ‘In’ tray and started to read it. Taking the second chair, Brad picked up the next report and followed Alice’s example. 
 
    ‘Latent Prints have found a partial superimposed on Hoopler’s prints on the wallet,’ Alice told her partner. ‘They’ve taken Hoopler’s and Mrs. Monoghan’s for comparison. The partial’s not hers. They say it’s a left-hand middle or ring finger and good enough for a match when we bring in our man.’ 
 
    Brad showed no surprise at Latent Prints’ comments. While it would be possible to match the single fingerprint from the wallet with a similar one, checking it against all the thousands of prints in their files would consume too much time to be practicable. However, when—or if—the deputies arrested the owlhoot, that single print could be used as evidence and prove that he had handled Hoopler’s wallet on the night of the crime. 
 
    ‘S.I.B.’s search crew haven’t even given us that much,’ the big blond drawled. ‘They managed to trail him from the Monoghan hit to his transport. It’s a trail bike of some sort, but they can’t give us more. Followed the bike to where he joined another turn-off and couldn’t go any further. They’d no way of knowing which way he turned along it. Same at the other two incidents. All they can say is that he knows the country real well. He goes in as near a straight line as possible, but steers clear of rough country or boggy ground where he might leave tracks.’ 
 
    ‘So he’s a local boy, that figures,’ Alice said and read the next report. ‘Ric Alvarez called the Berns-Martin Company at Elberton, Georgia. Asked if they’d sold any standard two-and-a-half-inch belts with floral pattern hand-carving and “Speed” holsters out this way. They promised to check their records and let us know. Didn’t waste any time doing it. Called us to say that they hadn’t sold any in Rockabye County, or nearer than El Paso.’ 
 
    ‘Who bought it there?’ 
 
    ‘A sergeant in the city police. Ric was in touch with him and he’s still got the rig. Berns-Martin are mailing us a list of all their customers in Texas.’ 
 
    ‘It may help,’ Brad said and opened the R. & I. folder. ‘Not much here.’ 
 
    Although the Records and Identification Bureau had combed through their files, they had been unable to offer a suspect of the owlhoot’s description who used a similar M.O. The best they could do was suggest three criminals who favored cowhand-style clothing. None of the three went in for lone-handed stick-ups, being respectively a con-man, a pickpocket and an expert safebreaker. 
 
    ‘Ric’s already called the Division houses and asked for them to be checked out,’ Brad continued after telling Alice of the folder’s contents. ‘No replies so far. R. & I.’ve sent the information to I.C.R. [ix] and asked for a make.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s the lot,’ Alice sighed. ‘There’s nothing we can call a red-hot lead here. Let’s go and see Hoopler. I’ll change into uniform on the way back, if he can’t give us something to go on.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Six 
 
    Laurie Zingel did not look like the kind of woman who could cause a previously law-abiding man to become involved in the commission of a robbery and brutal murder. Short, buxom, with blonde hair taken up neatly into a pile on top of her head, she had a pretty, vivacious face that horn-rimmed glasses did nothing to make less attractive. She looked as if she might be pleasant company and would be a good, popular wife, but lacked the type of beauty or intelligence that could drive a man to crime. 
 
    Yet she had done just that. Under the merry face and plump, shapely body lay a core as hard, unscrupulous and tough as the most evil, designing temptress ever to lead the hero astray in a Hollywood movie. 
 
    Always a lover of gracious living, she had looked for a means of satisfying her desires. Coming to Gusher City, she had taken a job as a secretary at the Euro-Tex Clothing Company while waiting for a chance to do better. Meeting Arnold Sandwich had offered her a way. After only a short time, she had discovered that he was a kindred spirit. Persuading him to rob the company had been easier than she had expected. Of course his financial troubles, caused by carrying on an apparently normal and unchanged married life while satisfying Laurie’s extravagant needs, had helped to make him more amenable to her suggestions. 
 
    Completely infatuated by Laurie, Sandwich had needed only a little persuading that stealing the company’s payroll offered them their only hope of making a new life together. As Laurie had pointed out, Sandwich’s wife was a devout Catholic and would never give him a divorce. Which meant that their only hope was to leave Gusher City. Laurie had insisted that, before she would go, they must have sufficient money for a comfortable start to their new life together. 
 
    Once he had accepted that the robbery was the only solution to their problems, Sandwich had surprised Laurie by his planning ability and forethought. Instead of committing the crime and fleeing together, he would take the money and go into hiding in the city. After the initial heat of the investigation had died down, Laurie would ask for a vacation ‘to visit her sick mother in California’ as an excuse for her absence from work. Then she would join Sandwich, cross the Rio Grande into Mexico and continue south to safety. 
 
    Until that time came, she would not communicate with Sandwich. Knowing the extent of his infatuation for her, she trusted him implicitly. If anything, the murder of the security guard had welded them even closer together. 
 
    The sight of a black-and-white Sheriff’s Office deputy car parked opposite her apartment building’s entrance caused her no concern as she drove by in her convertible at the end of a day’s work. She and Sandwich had kept their association a secret from the other employees and she felt sure that there was nothing to connect her with him. While she lived in a comparatively high-rent district of Leander Division, always dressed to the height of fashion and wore expensive jewelry, she had fostered the legend of her ‘parents on the Coast’ giving her an allowance which raised her standard of living beyond that of a secretary dependent on her salary. 
 
    Satisfied that she had helped commit the perfect crime, she swung the Plymouth convertible from Longley Street into the Temple House apartment building’s parking lot. Bringing the car to a halt in its usual place, she threw a quick glance at the man who came from the side entrance of the building. Then she looked again and with greater interest, for he possessed the kind of physique and features that rated a second, more thorough scrutiny. 
 
    Striding over to the convertible, the handsome blond giant bent forward and opened its driver’s door. In doing so, the front of his expensive tweed sports jacket swung open. From her position in the car, Laurie looked at the center of her assistant’s chest. Before her eyes could move up to his face, they were attracted by something which held her full attention. Brown and black against the left side of the dark blue shirt was a long shoulder holster holding a big automatic pistol. 
 
    Shock bit into Laurie, freezing her momentarily, as she realized the implications of what she saw. Only two kinds of people carried guns in such a manner, criminals and peace officers. Then she relaxed slightly, swinging her legs from the car. The big blond did not look like a crook, but he dressed a whole lot better than any of the detectives or deputies she had seen around the company’s buildings since the night of the crime. 
 
    ‘Nice evening, ma’am,’ the blond drawled, straightening up and buttoning his jacket as she rose from the convertible. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Laurie answered, without meeting his eyes, and pushed the door closed. 
 
    ‘Best lock it, ma’am,’ warned the blond as she turned towards the building. ‘We—the Sheriff’s Office—keep asking folks not to leave unlocked cars around.’ 
 
    Only by an effort did Laurie control her emotions. The word ‘we’ had been a slip of the tongue, rapidly corrected but still telling her that the big blond was not a crook. No matter how expensively he dressed, he belonged to the Sheriff’s Office—and had been visiting the Temple House, where she lived. 
 
    Trying to act nonchalant, Laurie locked the car’s door and dropped the keys into her handbag. Nodding politely to her, the man strolled away. Still fighting to hold down perturbation which ate at her, she went to the side door. While entering the building, she turned her head. The big blond stood watching her, which might be expected, for she made an attractive picture in her short cloak-coat and mini-dress. On seeing her looking his way, the man swung abruptly on his heel and left the parking lot. 
 
    Much to her annoyance, Laurie did not see the building’s superintendent as she walked along the passage. If she had, she could have stopped and talked to him, asking casually what the deputy had wanted. Her instincts warned against making a special visit to the super’s quarters and attempting to satisfy her curiosity. So she rode the elevator to the first floor and let herself into her apartment. 
 
    Going across the sitting-room, she flattened herself against the wall by the window. Carefully easing aside the drapes, she looked across the street. What she saw confirmed her suspicions. The big blond stood by the deputy car, talking to the woman seated behind its steering wheel. From her position, Laurie could see the shield-shaped insignia on the sleeve of the woman’s jacket as she rested her arm on the edge of the open window. The woman wore a uniform. Not the dark blue of the G.C.P.D. but khaki, which meant that she belonged to the Sheriff’s Office, for that was the color of the male and female deputies’ uniforms. 
 
    Letting the curtain fall back into place, Laurie walked slowly over to and slumped into a chair at the small dining table. For almost a minute she sat fiddling with her handbag and staring at the telephone on the side-piece. Then she half rose and sank down again. Whatever she did, she must not panic. There was no way that the law could connect her with Arnold Sandwich, they had been too careful for that. The big blond deputy’s visit to the Temple House must have been on some other business and their meeting no more than a coincidence. No peace officer would have opened a suspect’s car door like that. Probably if she went to the window, she would find that the black and white official car had gone. 
 
    Almost five minutes dragged by before Laurie could make herself go to the window. Again she peered cautiously through the side of the drapes and let out a long sigh of relief. The Oldsmobile was no longer parked opposite the Temple House. Satisfied that her worries had been groundless, she moved to the center of the window and looked idly at the familiar buildings on the other side of the street. Slowly her gaze roamed from Harby’s Sports House to the barber shop, by Syston’s Drugstore and on to the Wymondhan Music Store, taking in their frontages and the alleys which separated them. 
 
    Suddenly her body went rigid. She had subconsciously seen something and it triggered off a warning. Swinging her eyes back, she stared at the alley between the drug- and music-stores. The radiator and front of a black car showed from it. No. Only the hood was black. Its fenders were painted white. Not much of the car was exposed, but she could see sufficient to identify it as the Sheriff’s Office Oldsmobile she had seen earlier. 
 
    Gnawing at her lower lip, Laurie returned to the table. She felt shaken and again her eyes went to the telephone. Then, with an almost visible effort, she regained some of her composure. No matter why the deputies parked opposite the Temple House, they could not be after her. That feller in Number Fourteen had always acted in a shifty, suspicious manner. Possibly they were after him. Or maybe the peace officers were making a check on all the company’s office personnel, hoping to frighten somebody with a guilty conscience into making a wrong move. Which raised the point of why they had picked on her. Nobody at the company had known about her and Sandwich. [x] Maybe they were watching everybody. If so, she would hear about it when she went to work the following morning. A comforting thought returned to her. If they were watching her, the big blond would never have come so close in the parking lot. 
 
    ‘Take hold of yourself, Laurie,’ she counseled. ‘They don’t know. And the only way they can tie me in with Arnold is if I lead them to him.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She bit, Alice,’ Brad Counter said, joining his partner after watching Laurie enter the building. ‘Give her one thing. She’d make a damned good poker player, for a woman, way she covered up after the surprise seeing my old cannon handed her.’ 
 
    ‘Huh huh,’ Alice answered, ignoring the comment on female poker-playing ability. ‘You’re sure she made you as a peace officer?’ 
 
    ‘I let it slip out accidental-like that I’m with the Sheriff’s Office,’ Brad replied. ‘If she asks the super, he’ll act just the way we want him to.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t know it’s her we’re after?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. I said it was the two policewomen. Made out that they’re part of a call-girl set-up we’re trying to break. He spluttered a mite about the good name of the building, but I persuaded him it was his civic duty to help the law. Which he could do by letting the girls stay there, where we can find them, instead of telling them to get out. Told him not to mention it to anybody, but I’ll bet he’ll not be able to keep it to himself if Miss Zingel asks about me being in there.’ 
 
    ‘That ought to do it,’ Alice smiled, watched the first floor windows of the Temple House. ‘Although I don’t know what the girls will do to you, blackening th—She’s looking us over, Brad. We’ll let her leave the window, then take up position in the alley.’ 
 
    By the time Brad had walked around the car and slid in at Alice’s side, Laurie no longer watched them. Taking up the General Electric Voice Commander hand-held radio, he clicked it on. 
 
    ‘Psycho One to Stake-out,’ Brad said. 
 
    ‘Stake-out by,’ came the reply from one of the policewomen on that duty in the Temple House. 
 
    ‘Suspect at home,’ Brad announced. ‘Guide us into the alley.’ 
 
    While Brad had been speaking, Alice started the Oldsmobile moving. From the window of her apartment, the policewoman watched it advance along the street and reverse into the alley between the drugstore and music shop. 
 
    ‘Back a little,’ she directed via her triplex radio, trying to visualize what Laurie would see from further along the building. ‘Hold it. That ought to do it, Psycho One. Over and out.’ 
 
    ‘Psycho One yet!’ Alice sniffed, switching off the car’s engine. ‘I don’t know who picks the code-names, but he hit a pip this time.’ 
 
    With their vehicle parked so that it would look to Laurie like they were trying to avoid being seen, the deputies settled down and prepared for what might be a long, tedious, boring vigil. Taking the Voice Commander radio from Brad, Alice checked that communications with the other members of the operation functioned correctly. She took the opportunity to tell them of Brad’s cover story for visiting the superintendent and allowing Laurie to become aware of his presence. It brought chuckles from the listening ‘tail’ teams, but threats of revenge from the two policewomen on the stake-out duty. 
 
    After paying a visit to Hoopler at the Central Receiving Hospital, without adding to their knowledge of the owlhoot, Alice and Brad had driven to Longley Street. They had parked their car where Laurie could not miss seeing it as she returned from work. 
 
    Wishing to make certain that Laurie was aware of their presence, Brad had entered the Temple House shortly before six o’clock and sought out the superintendent. Assessing the man’s character, the big blond had concocted a story which would best serve the peace officers’ purpose. Unless Brad missed his guess, the super was the kind of man who could not resist grandstanding, especially to a pretty girl. So, if Laurie should question him about Brad’s visit, he would begin by doing as the deputy had asked, saying it was just a routine call. Pressed further, Brad felt sure that he would confess the visit had been in connection with the new occupants of Apartment Eighteen; parading his special knowledge to make himself appear more important, the confidant of the deputy, to the girl. 
 
    The visit, story and ‘accidental’ meeting with Laurie all formed part of the ‘psychological tailing’ operation. Made nervous by the deputies’ presence, she would most likely find an early opportunity to question the super. If she accepted Brad’s fabrication—and the deputies believed she would want to accept it—her anxieties and concern would diminish. Lulled into a sense of false security, the impact would be so much greater when she realized that she was the real object of the surveillance. 
 
    In her apartment, Laurie tried to control her growing anxiety. To prevent herself from crossing to the window and betraying her concern by looking at the deputy car, she cooked a meal. Although possessing a healthy appetite, she could only pick at the food. At last she decided that she must settle her doubts one way or the other. From what she knew of the superintendent, he would be only too willing to tell her why the deputy had called, provided she put the question to him in a suitable manner. 
 
    Changing into a pair of black stretch pants, a tight sweater that left her midriff bare and flip-flop sandals, Laurie studied her reflection in the wardrobe mirror. Old Kroon would be eager to answer any questions if she let him look her over with lecherous eyes. Suitably dressed for her mission, she left the apartment. 
 
    If Laurie had looked along the passage, she might have seen that the door to Apartment Eighteen was slightly ajar. Closer scrutiny would have detected an eye peering through the crack at her. Not that such an opportunity would have arose. At the first sign of Laurie turning her way, the watcher would have closed the door. However the blonde neither looked nor turned along the passage, but went to the elevator and disappeared inside. 
 
    ‘Stake-out to all observers,’ said the good-looking, fashionably-dressed brunette policewoman, speaking into her Voice Commander radio as she closed the door. ‘Suspect just entered elevator. May be leaving.’ 
 
    On reaching the ground floor, Laurie saw the tall, angular figure of the superintendent standing in the entrance hall. Hearing the clatter of Laurie’s sandals, he turned and his eyes raked her from head to foot. 
 
    ‘Good evening, Miss Zingel,’ Kroon greeted, staring at the mounds of her breasts as they forced against the thin material of the sweater. 
 
    ‘Hello, Mr. Kroon,’ Laurie answered, flashing a dazzling smile his way. ‘How is everything?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t complain,’ Kroon replied and his gaze moved down to her hips. 
 
    ‘Wasn’t that a deputy sheriff I saw as I came in earlier?’ Laurie inquired with nonchalant casualness, despite her inner concern. 
 
    Kroon adopted a mysterious air and replied, ‘Yes. He was just making a routine check ‘ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Laurie said and started to turn slowly away. ‘I thought that it might be something interesting.’ 
 
    Not wishing to have Laurie go away too quickly, Kroon darted a glance around and dropped his voice to a confidential whisper. 
 
    ‘Strictly between you and me, Miss Zingel, that wasn’t the reason he called. I know you don’t gossip with the other roomers, so I can tell you. Strictly in confidence, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Laurie agreed. 
 
    Already she felt the tension dying away. If the deputy had been inquiring about her, Kroon’s behavior would have been less friendly and amiable. Woman-like, her curiosity was still aroused and she waited eagerly to learn which of the building’s occupants had attracted the attention of the law. 
 
    ‘He was asking about the two young women in Apartment Eighteen,’ Kroon said in the tones of one imparting secret information. 
 
    ‘Why?’ Laurie asked. 
 
    ‘I couldn’t tell a young lady that,’ Kroon answered and winked. ‘But it’s to do with the way they use their telephone.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Laurie purred coyly. ‘I get it. And they look such nice girls at that!’ 
 
    ‘I was going to evict them, but I decided against it. Like I told the deputy, if I did that he’d have to start looking for their next place. So I’m letting them stay on and the law’ll grab off the whole outfit.’ 
 
    While Laurie would rather have heard the opposite, she hid her feelings. The watching peace officers would not interfere with her plans, for they did not suspect her. When the time came, she could do as she had planned from the start. Putting on her most dazzling smile, she prepared to leave the super. 
 
    ‘That was smart of you,’ she complimented. ‘Well, I’d better go up and make supper.’ 
 
    ‘When will you be leaving us, Miss Zingel?’ Kroon inquired. 
 
    ‘I’m just waiting to hear from mom,’ Laurie replied. ‘But I won’t be leaving, I’ll be back in two weeks.’ 
 
    Feasting his eyes on her shapely figure, Kroon watched until she had entered the elevator. While Miss Zingel’s apartment would not be vacant, he could offer the plump, blonde woman Number Eighteen if she came back looking for accommodation. He wondered what had given the woman the idea that Miss Zingel was leaving. Anyways, he had straightened her out on that point. Kroon did not know that Woman Deputy Joan Hilton was an expert at obtaining information without the one giving it being aware of doing so. 
 
    On leaving the elevator, Laurie looked towards Apartment Eighteen. Acting so quickly that the blonde did not see it happen, the watching policewoman closed the door. When she drew it open sufficiently for her needs, she saw Laurie enter her apartment. Taking up the radio, the policewoman passed the word that the suspect had returned. 
 
    ‘The way she looked straight at our door, I think she’s been talking to the super,’ the brunette finished. ‘Brad Counter, you’ve plumb ruined our good names.’ 
 
    ‘And this stake-out’s going to ruin our beauty-sleep,’ the tall, slender, beautiful black-haired girl at the table went on. 
 
    ‘You should talk,’ came the voice of the telephone-tap operator. ‘I’m in a basement and there’s a deer’s head on the wall keeps looking at me like it’s saying, “You’re the lousy son who put me here’’.’ 
 
    ‘At least you’re inside,’ Valenca pointed out from the car at the rear of the building. ‘I have to share this heap with Lars.’ 
 
    ‘If he snores as much as Alice, I’m real sorry for you,’ Brad commented. 
 
    ‘How do you know Alice snores, Psycho One?’ asked the brunette. 
 
    ‘We’ve done stake-outs together,’ Alice replied. ‘How else?’ 
 
    ‘As you say, darling,’ the brunette purred. ‘How else?’ 
 
    Then the talk stopped. In the car, Alice and Brad made themselves as comfortable as they could manage. As Alice had said, she and her partner had done stake-outs together. So they knew what to expect. However, one advantage of ‘psychological tailing’ was that they could leave their place of concealment and stretch their legs without worrying about the suspect seeing them. 
 
    Time went by slowly. Night fell and the peace officers continued their watch. Clearly Laurie did not intend to go out that night. She drew the drapes at dusk and by half past ten the lights went out behind them. Although Alice called the stake-out and informed them of it, they did not report that the blonde was leaving her apartment. 
 
    Despite the evidence that Laurie had gone to bed, one of the policewomen remained seated by and peering through the slightly-open door. In the basement of the sporting goods store, the member of the Communications Bureau stayed close to his equipment ready to intercept and record any messages that Laurie received on her telephone. Behind the Temple House, Lars Larsen left his partner in the car while he went to grab a meal. In the alley opposite the apartment building, Brad and Alice played chess on a pocket set she had bought during the journey from the Central Receiving Hospital to Longley Street. Further along the street, in their undercover car, Joan Hilton and her stocky, medium-sized, pure-blood Comanche partner, Sam Cuchilo, sat and waited for something to happen. 
 
    Shortly after midnight, Brad saw First Deputy McCall coming into the alley. Without waking Alice, sleeping on the back seat, the big blond opened the door and stepped from the car. 
 
    ‘Everything all right?’ McCall inquired. 
 
    ‘Everything’s fine,’ Brad replied. ‘I dearly love stake-outs. But I’d sooner do them under a sagebrush down by the Rio Grande in a rainstorm.’ 
 
    ‘Give me time,’ McCall said dryly. ‘I’ll likely be able to fix one for you.’ 
 
    Although the men kept their voices down, Alice stirred and sat up. She joined them outside the car, stretching her arms and sucking in a deep breath. 
 
    ‘Anything doing?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Brad answered. ‘That Zingel gal’s got better sense than we have. She’s curled up in her soft little bed for the night.’ 
 
    McCall listened to a report of the deputies’ activities. After hearing of how Brad had handled the Temple House’s superintendent, the First Deputy gave a soft grunt that rated as an expression of his approval. 
 
    ‘It’ll do,’ McCall stated when Alice had finished describing the work so far. Coming from him, the words amounted almost to a standing ovation. ‘That owlhoot of your’s’s been at it again. He hit three cars out on the turn-offs from State Auto Road tonight. Made himself about four hundred dollars this time.’ 
 
    ‘Was anybody hurt?’ Alice demanded. 
 
    ‘Nope. He used the same M.O. as last night. Had the victims empty their money into his hat. Only thing different was that he wore gloves. One of the victims reckoned he thought of jumping the owlhoot, but figured it wasn’t worth chancing for fifty bucks. The other two handed over, but thought the owlhoot was more of a joke than a danger.’ 
 
    While she was relieved to learn that nobody had been hurt, Alice listened to McCall with a sense of foreboding. She wondered how long it would be before somebody decided that the joke had gone far enough and was hurt trying to prove his point to the owlhoot. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Seven 
 
    The fact that she, not the occupants of Apartment Eighteen, was the subject of the peace officers’ surveillance did not strike Laurie Zingel until she went to collect her convertible from the Euro-Tex parking lot at the end of her day’s work. Even then she tried to fight off the bitter acceptance that maybe the law knew more about her affairs than she had imagined. 
 
    On rising that morning, she had been so certain of being unsuspected that she did no more than glance out of the window to see if the deputies still maintained their watch. She had assumed that the car in the alley was the same one which had given her such a fright the previous night. Driving across town, she had been too busy coping with the work-going traffic to notice the deputy car following her. Although she had seen it halted by the gates to the parking lot, while going from her convertible to the office, she had attached no importance to it. Two men sat inside it, not the red-headed woman deputy and the big blond. Visits by deputies and other peace officers had become so commonplace since the robbery that she missed the significance of the pair’s presence. 
 
    Laurie’s day had been normal enough; routine work in the office, avoiding the flirtatious advances of a couple of company wolves, lunch on the premises and finally leaving to collect her car to drive home. If she thought of the deputies watching the Temple House, it was merely to wonder if they had learned anything about the activities of the girls in Apartment Eighteen. 
 
    While walking to the car, Laurie became aware of a growing feeling that somebody watched her. Not merely watched her with the interest of men in a pretty, shapely girl wearing attractive, revealing clothes, but studied her in a cold, calculating manner. Try as she might, she could not throw off the sensation. So she yielded to it and looked around. At first she saw only the familiar sight of other employees hurrying to collect their cars and head for home. Then she turned her eyes towards the wire-net fence surrounding the lot. Through its mesh she could see the street—and the black and white Oldsmobile parked on it. 
 
    The realization came like a flash. It was not the car she had seen there that morning, but the one from the Temple House. Seated at its wheel, the red-haired woman deputy looked into the parking lot. Laurie turned her head as the female peace officer’s eyes fixed on her. Staring at the gates, the little blonde saw the big blond standing by them. Like his partner, he was looking straight at Laurie. Forcing herself to keep moving, she boarded her convertible. Fortunately its top was up, so nobody saw her sitting rigid behind the wheel and fighting to regain control of her emotions. 
 
    ‘It can’t be me they’re after,’ she breathed as she started the engine. ‘It can’t be. So they’re here. The sheriff wouldn’t keep the same deputies watching those girls, they’d soon get wise to them. Those two’ve been here on some other inquiry. They’re not after me.’ 
 
    A sentiment she repeated many times during the drive home. Halfway from the company to Longley Street, while stopped by a red light, she became aware that the deputy car was right behind her. She could see its occupants and recognize them. Laurie’s self-confidence started to shake, but it held. Under that merry exterior was a tough resilience and a sizeable amount of ego. Having grown accustomed to believing that she and Sandwich had outwitted the dumb peace officers, she fought back against admitting that she might be wrong. 
 
    Even so Laurie’s complacency received another severe jolt on reaching the Temple House. She parked her convertible and saw the deputy car halt across Longley Street. There was no other vehicle in the alley between the drug and music stores. That might mean the stake-out had been brought to a successful conclusion and the officers involved recalled to the Sheriff’s Office. 
 
    For all her theory, Laurie could not bring herself to look directly at the deputy car as she left her convertible. Staring pointedly away from them, she received another shock. A medium-sized man of Latin origin, wearing a deputy sheriff’s uniform, stood at the opposite side of the lot. Even as Laurie looked at him, he raised his hand in a signal to the peace officers beyond her. Then, finding that Laurie had noticed him, he turned and walked out of sight behind the building. Letting out her held-back breath in a gasping sob, Laurie almost ran to the side door and let herself into the Temple House. 
 
    ‘She’s worried, Brad,’ Alice commented as they watched the blonde’s reaction to the sight of Deputy Sheriff Valenca. 
 
    ‘Looks that way,’ Brad admitted. ‘Thing being, is she worried enough to try to join Sandwich?’ 
 
    ‘I hope so. The sooner we can get back to hunting the owlhoot, the happier I’ll be.’ 
 
    Relieved by a day watch deputy team at four o’clock that morning, Alice and Brad had not bothered to go up to the Sheriff’s Office after leaving the Oldsmobile in the D.P.S. Building’s parking lot. Instead they had collected Brad’s M.G. and gone to Alice’s apartment. They had slept until almost noon, too tired to think of making love. Over their belated breakfast, they had studied the newspaper’s comments on the owlhoot. 
 
    As they had expected, the Lightning and the Mirror went for the story in a big way. Yet, reading the stories, Alice had felt disturbed. Although representing opposite poles of political and social thought, the two papers each tended to treat the owlhoot’s robberies as more of a joke than a potentially serious series of crimes. The fact that one victim had been injured received scant attention, which might not be entirely the newspapers’ fault. Respecting Ivy Monoghan’s pleas, the Public Relations Bureau had withheld her and Hoopler’s names when preparing a press hand-out. P.R. had merely said that one victim had been pistol-whipped by the owlhoot, but his condition was not serious. Nor had Hoopler been available for comment. Wishing to avoid any mention of her connection with him, Ivy had arranged for Hoopler to be transferred secretly to a private sanatorium shortly after the deputies had interviewed him. 
 
    The television and radio newscasts had followed the general trend of the newspapers. On the former, four of the owlhoot’s victims were interviewed and treated the loss of their money as little more than the price of an amusing conversation-piece. Both of the male victims had said that their lack of resistance stemmed from a desire to avoid antagonizing an obvious nut, not out of fears for their own safety. The two girls had claimed that they were not frightened by the incident and thought it to be a real gasser, something to talk about at the office. 
 
    All of the news-media had paid lip-service to the P.R.’s warning by saying that the municipal and county law enforcement departments considered the owlhoot dangerous, but gave that aspect of the hand-out the smallest coverage of all. 
 
    Sharing Alice’s concern, Brad had readily agreed to go in early that afternoon. They had arrived at the Sheriff’s Office at three-thirty. After logging on, they had set about acquainting themselves with the latest developments of the owlhoot case. These proved to be few and mostly negative. Berns-Martin’s letter had not yet arrived, although they had not expected it so soon. All of the trio suggested by R. & I. had proved to have excellent alibis for the night of the owlhoot’s first appearance and protested vigorously at being suspected of pulling such a loco caper. The previous night’s victims had merely corroborated the earlier complainants’ description of the robber and all mentioned his use of old-West terms or expressions when giving his warnings and threats. Once again the S.I.B.’s search specialists had turned in negative reports. Nobody, hunters in the woods or lovers using the turn-offs, had come forward to say that they had heard or seen a man on a trail motorcycle passing in the night. 
 
    It almost seemed that the owlhoot was a ghost from the wild old frontier days of Rockabye County, returned to commit further crimes then fade silently away—but Alice and Brad knew that no ghost had crashed the barrel of a revolver against the side of Hoopler’s head. 
 
    While admitting the danger, Jack Tragg had ruled that Alice and Brad must continue to play their part in the ‘psychological tailing’ of Laurie Zingel. However, he had assured the deputies that precautions were being taken. The G.C.P.D. had arranged for undercover and official vehicles to maintain regular patrols along the State Auto Road turn-offs. That might inconvenience the various lovers seeking solitude on the turnoffs, but offered the peace officers their best chance of scaring away or capturing the owlhoot. Alice had had to admit that she could offer no more practical solution to the problem. Nor would the presence of one more car greatly improve the law’s chances. So at four o’clock she and Brad had relieved the day watch team at the Euro-Tex factory and waited for Laurie to appear. 
 
    ‘Why don’t they take him more seriously, Brad?’ Alice demanded, after she had backed the Oldsmobile into the alley. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ the big blonde replied. ‘If anybody points a gun at me, I sure as hell take him seriously. Let’s hope she breaks tonight.’ 
 
    The hope did not materialize. By the time she had reached her apartment, Laurie had almost regained her previous assurance of safety. When she saw the car reversing between the two stores, she told herself that they were taking up position to watch the occupants of Apartment Eighteen. Probably their presence at Euro-Tex had not been connected with her. It must have been no more than coincidence and her guilty conscience had caused her to think that they were looking at her. Even the incident outside could have a simple, innocent explanation. Naturally the peace officers would be watching the rear of the building. The deputy she had seen was only signaling to the new arrivals that he and his partner had already taken their position. 
 
    Although she knew that there were flaws in her line of reasoning, she fought against thinking about them. She desperately wanted to believe that all still went as she and Sandwich had planned. Even when she found herself compelled to go time after time to the window and peer cautiously from behind the drapes at the car in the alley, she persisted in pretending it was out of curiosity rather than through fear of having been found out. 
 
    At eight o’clock Laurie decided that she would go out for a meal. Doing so would settle once and for all whether she was the object of the peace officers’ presence around the Temple House. Slipping on her cloak-coat, she left her apartment. Her eyes went to the door of Apartment Eighteen, but it had closed as soon as the black-haired policewoman saw the movement of her head. Wondering if she ought to go and warn the occupants of their danger, Laurie decided against it. If she did so, they would probably try to escape and, on being caught, tell their captors about her actions. That would draw the deputies’ attention to her; the last thing she wanted to happen. 
 
    Still wondering how she could arrange a meeting with the two ‘call-girls’, and let a hint of their danger slip out in the course of an apparently casual conversation, Laurie crossed to the elevator. Riding to the ground-floor, she elaborated on the scheme. Suppose she visited their apartment on the pretense of borrowing something—coffee, sugar, an egg, like that—it ought to be easy to mention the deputies in what would appear a harmless, unintentional manner. The more she thought of it, the better she liked the idea. 
 
    Laurie was almost cheerful as she left the elevator. Yet she could not make herself go out by the front entrance. Not that it mattered, the Chinese restaurant where she mostly ate could be more easily reached through the back of the building. So she went that way. Opening the rear door, she was about to step through it when she saw the Mexican deputy approaching along the opposite side of Danville Street. Their eyes met. Laurie could not prevent herself from withdrawing rapidly. Even as she went, she noticed that the deputy had turned with no less speed and stood staring all too intently into the window of a milliner’s shop. 
 
    Moving involuntarily until she stood with her back flattened against the wall, Laurie peeped nervously around the edge of the door. The deputy still faced the shop’s window and studied it with patently insincere concentration. Suddenly the little blonde understood his motive. Standing as he was, the peace officer could see the opposite side of the street reflected in the glass. 
 
    There was no doubt about it, he had deliberately avoided meeting her face to face. Nor could she hope that his reticence had been caused by mistaken identity, the belief that she was one of the women under surveillance. Laurie had seen the occupants of Apartment Eighteen. Under no conditions of poor visibility could she be mistaken for either of them. Which meant that the deputies must be watching her after all. 
 
    ‘They’re not!’ Laurie croaked, hardly aware that she had spoken aloud. 
 
    She could not summon up the courage to put her doubts to the test. Thrusting herself from the wall, she hurried back to the elevator. On returning to her apartment, she snatched up the telephone’s receiver. With her finger poised ready to dial, she changed her mind and hung up. 
 
    ‘She’s running scared,’ Alice breathed as she listened to the Communications Bureau operator report Laurie’s action. 
 
    When the policewoman on stake-out had reported that Laurie was leaving, the deputies went into their pre-arranged line of action. Whichever door she had used, the blonde would have been confronted by a peace officer. 
 
    ‘Looks like she’s Sandwich’s girl for sure, Joan,’ Larsen commented from his team’s car. 
 
    ‘I never doubted that,’ Joan Hilton answered calmly. ‘Any bets on whether she goes tonight?’ 
 
    ‘I sure hope she does,’ announced the black-haired policewoman plaintively. ‘That building super’s been giving me some mighty interested looks every time I’ve met him today.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder why,’ Joan put in. ‘Anyways, all us car crews had best grab a meal. I don’t reckon she’ll go before midnight, but we’d best be through eating by ten in case she figures to make a liar out of me.’ 
 
    As senior member of the deputy team that had caught and handled the Sandwich case, Joan controlled all the officers involved in the ‘psychological tailing’. The Communications Bureau worked a three-watch rota, so the man on the telephone tap ate his meals in the basement of the sporting goods store while maintaining his vigil. Living in an apartment, the two policewomen could cook their food on the premises or, like the car crews, go singly to the Rawhide Diner, selected because of its proximity to the Temple House. 
 
    ‘How about it, Alice,’ Larsen called, for all the deputies recognized the wisdom of the suggestion. ‘You want for me to pick you up after I’ve fixed the bug to little Laurie’s convertible?’ 
 
    ‘Who’s paying?’ Alice inquired suspiciously. 
 
    ‘If you twist my arm, I’ll go Dutch,’ Larsen promised. 
 
    ‘You’re on,’ Alice confirmed. ‘If we go now, we can catch the newscast on the diner’s television.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll meet you there,’ Joan said. ‘If you’ll let me pay for my own meal.’ 
 
    ‘Way you eat,’ Alice told her, ‘I’d insist on that.’ 
 
    On her return from the diner, Brad could sense that something had happened to annoy his partner. However he did not linger to ask what it might be. They had until four o’clock on Friday morning to talk about it. Joining Sam Cuchilo and Valenca at the diner, Brad ate a good meal. The newscast had ended and The Invaders made their unearthly presence felt on the television screen. Being a viewing-fanatic, as far as his work at the Sheriff’s Office allowed, Valenca complained that they would not have time to see the full program. 
 
    Going back to Unit S.O. 12, Brad learned what had annoyed Alice. It seemed that, despite passing on a G.C.P.D. warning about the Owlhoot—the name had been used so much that it rated the capital letter—being dangerous, the newscast still treated him as a joke. 
 
    ‘The G.C.P.D.’re doing all they can,’ Brad consoled her. ‘Even if we weren’t on this “psycho-tail”, we couldn’t do any more than’s been done already.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Alice agreed. ‘But I sure hope she goes tonight.’ Seated at the table in her apartment, Laurie was trying to decide how she could do just that. Despite being badly shaken by the discovery of the law’s interest in her, she had regained her ability to think. So she had fought down her first inclination, to collect her car immediately, join Sandwich and make a run for the border. Doing so under the noses of the watching deputies would be neither easy nor safe. They were waiting to be led to the rendezvous so that they could capture Sandwich. Until she was found with him, the law had no evidence against her. Yet she knew that she could not continue to face the constant surveillance. 
 
    The idea that she might leave Gusher City alone, and contact Sandwich when clear of the area, never entered her head. If she went too far, her hold on him would weaken and he might slip away without her. Taking everything into consideration, she decided that only one course remained open. She must stay alert, grab the earliest opportunity to make an undetected departure, pick up Sandwich and head for Mexico. Having reached her decision, Laurie prepared to spend the night in the apartment and made a meal instead of going out to buy one. 
 
    At twelve-thirty McCall came out to visit the ‘psychological tailing’ teams. Joining Alice and Brad, he told them that the Owlhoot had struck again. Instead of going into the area of his previous robberies, he had made four hits on turn-offs from Route 118 on the south side of the city. 
 
    ‘Nobody got hurt,’ McCall continued, ‘but he changed his M.O. on the last two hits.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ Alice asked. 
 
    ‘Well, not so much changed as went back to his first M.O.,’ McCall corrected. ‘He still only takes money, talks like an old-time cowhand and all, but he had the last two couples climb out of the car and hand over the loot.’ 
 
    ‘It’s getting worse!’ Alice breathed. ‘You know what I reckon?’ 
 
    ‘What do you reckon, Alice?’ the First Deputy inquired. ‘Brad was right. The Owlhoot’s a nut doing it for kicks.’ 
 
    ‘A smart nut,’ Brad put in. ‘Smart enough to know we’d be covering those State Auto turn-offs and change his location.’ 
 
    ‘If he’s that smart,’ McCall drawled, ‘why’d he go back to an M.O. that almost got him jumped last time he used it.’ 
 
    ‘If Brad’s right, and he is doing it for kicks, the safe way’s not exciting enough anymore,’ Alice guessed. ‘So he’s gone back to having them get out of the car. He wants somebody to jump him.’ 
 
    ‘It could be,’ Brad agreed. ‘Or maybe he’s riled that his victims and the news-media aren’t taking him seriously. So he’s giving his other marks the chance to jump him. Maybe not consciously yet, but that could come.’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ McCall offered. 
 
    ‘If nobody tries to take him, he’ll maybe act like he’s off guard so that the feller he’s robbing’ll reckon there’s a chance to jump him.’ 
 
    ‘Brad could be right,’ Alice stated. 
 
    ‘Talked to Doctor Hertel on the phone as soon as I heard about the Owlhoot going back to his old M.O.,’ McCall remarked. ‘I won’t try to give you his exact words, but what he said ties in with your notion.’ 
 
    ‘What else did he say?’ Alice wanted to know. Doctor Hertel was the Department of Public Safety’s psychologist and she was keen to learn his views. 
 
    ‘You’ll find his report when you log on watch this afternoon,’ the First Deputy promised. ‘He just gave me a quick run-down, but’ll go into it at greater length for you.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever’s in the report,’ Alice said grimly, ‘that damned fool’s got to be stopped.’ She glared indignantly at McCall. 
 
    ‘Why doesn’t P.R. make folks realize how dangerous he is. Way it’s being handled, nobody takes him seriously.’ 
 
    ‘We do,’ McCall insisted. ‘And other folks.’ 
 
    ‘You mean like Mrs. Traverson and her anti-violence crowd?’ Alice asked bitterly. ‘All the Owlhoot means to her is a chance to stand in front of a television camera and lay all the blame on violence in movies and TV shows.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t thinking about her,’ McCall corrected. ‘One of the rolling stake-outs saw a car on a turn-off. Something about the couple in it didn’t look right, so the shotgun [xi] checked it out. Instead of a couple doing the moon-and-June bit he found it was two fellers, one of them wearing a woman’s hat.’ 
 
    ‘They were waiting for the Owlhoot?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, Alice. One of them had a Smith & Wesson Mercox Dart Projectile gun on his lap, loaded with a hypo-syringe projectile.’ 
 
    ‘Who the hell were they?’ Brad growled. 
 
    ‘Couple of the left-wing students from Cardell, fixing to show us brutal, dumb, Fascist lawmen how to take the Owlhoot alive.’ 
 
    ‘The loco bastards!’ Brad spat out. ‘Up close, the dart would go halfway through him. And at a safe distance, the tranquillizer wouldn’t be quick enough to stop him getting off at least one shot.’ 
 
    ‘Where did they get the Mercox from?’ Alice asked, knowing that such guns were not sold on the open market. 
 
    ‘It’s one Cardell bought for a students’ game-conservation experiment,’ McCall replied. ‘The officers confiscated it and told the fellers to get the hell home and grow up.’ 
 
    ‘That was sound advice, even though they might not like it,’ Alice said. ‘The thing is, somebody else might get the same notion, only be holding a gun.’ 
 
    ‘Yep,’ conceded McCall. ‘And some hunter, or a feller who’s looking for help with a breakdown or accident, could get shot walking up to the car.’ 
 
    ‘What’ll you do about those two yahoos, Mac?’ Brad asked. ‘Comes morning, the sheriff’ll see the dean of men at Cardell. Jack’ll give him hell for not keeping the Mercox somewhere safe and leave him to deal with them. That way their hawg-stupid caper won’t get publicity. We don’t want to put the idea of baiting traps for the Owlhoot into folks’ heads.’ 
 
    ‘That’s for sure,’ Alice agreed. 
 
    ‘P.R.’s got one helluva chore with the Owlhoot,’ McCall continued. ‘If they play too much on how dangerous he is, more damned fools might start toting guns in their cars. But they’ve got to warn the public about him. I’m damned if I know which way’d be best, but I’d rather not have private citizens going armed.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the plan now, Mac?’ Brad inquired. 
 
    ‘Rolling stake-outs in his new area is about all we can do,’ the First Deputy admitted. ‘I’ve been calling stoolies all evening. According to what they said, if anybody knows who the Owlhoot is, they’re not talking about it.’ 
 
    ‘Could be he doesn’t have criminal connections,’ Alice offered. ‘He didn’t wear gloves the first night. If he associated with crooks, he wouldn’t’ve made a basic mistake like that.’ 
 
    ‘Way he only takes money could be a smart move, or because he doesn’t know where to fence jewelry,’ Brad went on. ‘If he doesn’t know any crooks, he’d not know any fences. I’d say we’re dealing with an amateur, doing it for kicks.’ 
 
    ‘Whoever he is,’ Alice said. ‘He has to be stopped. If he isn’t, as sure as I’m sitting here, he’ll kill somebody, or get somebody killed before he’s through.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Eight 
 
    On Friday, despite her determination to stay calm, Laurie found her agitation increasing. There was no doubt that the deputy car from the alley followed her to Euro-Tex that morning. Watching for it, she soon saw its black-and-white shape trailing along behind her. While parking her convertible, she recognized its crew. One had red hair, stood six foot three and had a heavy build. The other was around three inches shorter, had black hair and a lean, wiry frame. Without any doubt, they were the men she had seen on Thursday morning. 
 
    All through the morning Laurie’s worries increased. Twice she left the office, visited the women’s powder-room and returned by a way that let her look across the parking lot. Each time, she saw that the deputy car was still in position. Laurie shuddered as a new thought hit her. For the Sheriff’s Office to use so many deputies and have them spend time just sitting around watching her, Jack Tragg must be very sure of her connection with Sandwich. 
 
    Seated at her desk, typing a long list of names and addresses for the Sales Department, Laurie noticed that three people had come in. Accompanied by the office’s supervisor, the two deputies who had carried out most of the inquiries into the crime walked slowly down the aisle between the desks. Joan Hilton wore her uniform, which showed off her buxom, firm-fleshed figure to its best advantage. At her side, also in uniform, Sam Cuchilo had the stocky build and slightly Mongoloid features which, with his coppery-brown skin, told of his Comanche blood. 
 
    However, Laurie was less interested in the deputies’ appearances than in the reason for the visit. To her it seemed that their eyes never left her face. Even when she bent her head forward, pretending to be reading what she had typed, she still felt that they watched her. Yet they came level with her desk without speaking to her. Instead the blonde deputy continued to talk to Miss Othmar, the supervisor, and her words reached Laurie’s ears. 
 
    ‘I know it’s going to disrupt your work, but it has to be done. We’ve picked up a whisper that Sandwich was playing around with one of the girls from the company. So we figured that we’d question them all. If we can use your office, you can start sending them in.’ 
 
    ‘Feel free,’ Miss Othmar replied, for she had received orders to give the investigating officers every assistance. ‘Shall I start from this end of the room?’ 
 
    For what seemed like hours, although it could hardly have been more than a few seconds, neither deputy replied. Laurie’s fingers still continued to move on the typewriter keys, but she had no idea of what she was typing. 
 
    ‘We’d rather have them in alphabetical order,’ Joan replied at last. ‘It’s easier for us when we come to make out our reports.’ 
 
    ‘Is our talk distracting you, ma’am?’ 
 
    Laurie could barely hold down a gasp as she realized the Indian deputy’s question was directed at her. Jerking her head around, she looked at the impassive brown features and cold black eyes for a moment before she managed to croak, ‘Wha—?’ 
 
    ‘Are we stopping you typing, ma’am,’ Cuchilo went on, pointing at the sheet of paper in the machine. ‘That looks like something I do all the time.’ 
 
    Staring in the direction he indicated, Laurie found that she had mistyped the last three words. Before her numbed mind could think up an answer, Joan suggested that the interrogation was commenced. 
 
    Hardly daring to look at the peace officers, Laurie fumbled with an eraser and started to rub out the mistyped words. In her agitation she rubbed through the paper. Snatching it out of the typewriter, she still avoided the deputies’ eyes but felt sure that they watched every move she made. Only by fighting down the inclination did she prevent herself from leaping out of the chair and fleeing from the room. After what appeared to be hours, Miss Othmar and the peace officers moved away. Their voices drifted back to the little blonde and the supervisor inadvertently asked the kind of question that the deputies had hoped she might. 
 
    ‘Do you think that you’ll be able to discover the girl’s identity, Miss Hilton?’ 
 
    ‘I reckon we will,’ Joan answered, speaking just a shade louder than necessary so that her words would be overheard by Laurie. ‘We know a few things about her and she’ll give herself away.’ 
 
    Girl after girl disappeared into the supervisor’s office and emerged after a few minutes. Laurie watched them come and go, darting anxious glances at the clock on the office wall. There were ten girls in the office and, taking them alphabetically, Laurie would be the last of them. Yet she knew that it would not save her. That fat, middle-aged blonde bitch had seemed a whole heap too certain of success to be bluffing. Thinking back to other brushes with the law, Laurie remembered how female peace officers had known when she spoke the truth or tried to lie. 
 
    Seeing the sixth girl returning, Laurie asked, ‘What’s it all about, Lily?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve got an idea that Sandwich played around with a girl from the company.’ Lily replied. ‘They asked me a lot of questions. Where I was on the night of the robbery. Did I have a steady boyfriend and who he was. Did I know Sandwich. Did I find him attractive, like that. Just as I was leaving, the woman asked me the wildest thing.’ 
 
    ‘What was that?’ 
 
    ‘She said, “Do you go bowling?” Can you beat th—Oh-oh! Old Eagle-eye’s looking this way.’ 
 
    At the sight of Miss Othmar eyeing her with disapproval, Lily scuttled to her desk and made a show of continuing her interrupted work. Laurie could not concentrate and barely managed to keep her fingers moving as she watched the number of girls diminishing between herself and the forthcoming interrogation. When she went in, they would remember her agitation as they had stood by her desk. Feeling as if an icy hand ran along her spine, she realized that she could not offer an alibi for the night of the crime. Certainly she could not admit that she had been to the Acme Bowling Alley. From what they had said, the deputies knew that Sandwich was going with a girl from the company and had an idea that the clandestine meetings took place at a bowling alley. If they suspected her, they would take her to every bowling alley in town until finding the right one. Laurie knew that somebody was sure to recognize her at the Acme. 
 
    There seemed to be no way of avoiding the interview. Certainly running away would not help, but be considered a sign of guilt. All she might hope was that she could bluff her way through. Even if they did find out that she was Sandwich’s girl, they still could not prove that she had been involved in his criminal activities. 
 
    Or could they? 
 
    If they searched her handbag, they would find enough to hold her as at least a material witness. Once Arnold read or heard that she had been arrested, he would start running for safety. 
 
    ‘You’re next, Miss Zingel,’ the supervisor warned as the ninth girl went from the office. 
 
    Three long, agonizing minutes dragged by before Virginia Young left the office. Forcing herself erect, Laurie began the long walk down the aisle. On either side of her, the other girls continued to work. They had long since tired of waiting for some dramatic development, so had lost their interest in the deputies’ activities. Even Miss Othmar did no more than glance at Laurie, to make sure that the blonde went immediately the young girl left the interview, then gave her attention to an inexperienced youngster on the other side of the room. 
 
    At last Laurie approached the door of the supervisor’s office. She wondered if she should pretend to collapse and faint. That would only postpone the interrogation for a short time. The Lord only knew what the deputies would make of her actions if she tried. Probably the faked faint would only increase their interest in her. Laurie gulped, feeling trapped, naked and vulnerable. 
 
    To her horror, she saw the door opening. Having watched carefully, she knew that all the other girls had let themselves into Miss Othmar’s room. Why had she been selected for different treatment? 
 
    Desperately fighting down an impulsion to turn and run, Laurie watched the two deputies emerge from Miss Othmar’s office. 
 
    ‘We’ve just had an urgent call,’ Joan told the supervisor, indicating the Voice Commander radio in her partner’s hand. ‘It can’t wait. We’ll finish the interviews tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t work Saturdays in the secretarial pool,’ Miss Othmar warned. ‘And there’s only Miss Zingel left for you to see.’ 
 
    ‘Well—’ Joan said hesitantly and Laurie’s heart resumed its heavy pounding. 
 
    ‘The sheriff said for us to check in right away,’ Cuchilo reminded. ‘We’d best do it.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ Joan agreed, her eyes never going to the little blonde. ‘In that case, Miss Othmar, we’ll leave seeing her until Monday. She can come in with the factory hands, unless we get Sandwich’s girl before then.’ 
 
    With that the deputies turned and went through the double doors of the main office. Laurie might not have existed for all the notice they had taken of her. Once the doors swung together behind the peace officers, the little blonde let out her held-back breath in a long sigh of relief. 
 
    ‘Are you all right, Laurie?’ Miss Othmar asked. 
 
    The words jolted the blonde back to a realization of her surroundings. For a moment she stared at the supervisor, then managed a weak smile. 
 
    ‘Yes. It’s just that I was over-excited. I’ll have to go to the powder-room if I can.’ 
 
    After the office doors had closed, the deputies had halted. They stood looking through the glass panels in the doors, studying Laurie’s reactions. What they had just done was part of the ‘psychological tailing’ process. Having the girls sent to them in alphabetical order had ensured that the blonde came last. If her name had begun with an earlier letter in the alphabet, the deputies would have found some other way of bringing it about. They had let her sweat, building up fear of being caught and anxiety as to how Sandwich would react when he learned of her capture. Not that they had wanted to arrest her. At least, not until after she had led them to Sandwich. 
 
    There had been no call from the sheriff. Having known that Laurie was the next girl, they had carried out their plan to avoid interviewing her. Turning from the door as the little blonde disappeared into the powder-room, they left the building and went to where Alice and Brad waited in Unit S.O. 12.’ 
 
    ‘I tell you, that’s one tough paleface naivi,’ Cuchilo declared, after Joan had told the other deputies of the by-play in the office. ‘She held up a whole heap better than I expected.’ 
 
    ‘She’s a tough paleface what?’ Alice asked. 
 
    ‘Naivi. It’s Comanche for an adolescent, unmarried girl,’ Brad translated. 
 
    ‘Danged Injuns!’ Joan sniffed. ‘Why don’t you go try to buy back Manhattan Island for what your folks were paid for it.’ 
 
    ‘We’re been trying for years,’ Sam grinned. ‘Which don’t change things here and now. That was a tough little gal.’ 
 
    ‘She was sweating her guts out, even if it didn’t show to you,’ Joan stated. ‘And she’ll keep on sweating, knowing that she’ll have to face us on Monday. I’m willing to bet that she’ll break before then.’ 
 
    ‘I hope she does!’ Alice said fervently. 
 
    ‘Is the Owlhoot still bothering you, Alice?’ Joan asked. 
 
    ‘More than ever,’ Alice admitted. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing to go on?’ Cuchilo inquired. 
 
    ‘Not a thing,’ Brad answered. ‘S.I.B. still haven’t turned up a foot- or wheel-print—’ 
 
    ‘Which means there’re none to be found,’ Cuchilo put in. ‘Bill Hunting-Bear’s a damned good sign-reader.’ 
 
    ‘There’s none better,’ Brad conceded and it was not sycophantic praise, but a genuine tribute to the Comanche detective lieutenant commanding the S.I.B.’s search specialist squad. ‘Not even Buck Shields.’ [xii] 
 
    ‘Berns-Martin’s list arrived,’ Alice continued. ‘Ric’s having all the addresses on it checked out by their local officers. Maybe something will come of it.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t bet on it,’ Brad drawled. ‘Ric’s got the fuzz from the Division houses checking on theatrical costume rental stores and shops that sell copies of old-West range clothes. It’ll take time, but something may come up.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll take time, but something may come up.’ 
 
    That brief sentence explained the essence of a modern peace officer’s work. Unlike the detectives of classic crime fiction, they rarely found themselves involved in a case which could be solved by a master-stroke of deductive genius while questioning a handful of readily-available suspects. Often a criminal was caught through a deliberate lie, or wrongly-worded comment in answer to a question, but before that could happen, the peace officers had to have their suspect in a position where he, or she, could be questioned. So they patiently checked out vague possibilities, followed up apparently unimportant lines of inquiry, most of which would come to a dead end. By doing so, they hoped that eventually they would catch the criminal—and in many cases they succeeded. 
 
    ‘It’s what Doctor Hertel told us that’s got me most worried,’ Alice told Joan and Cuchilo. ‘We logged on early so that we could talk to him. He agrees with us that the Owlhoot it a nut.’ 
 
    ‘You mean that he’s an ordinary, clean kid who started pulling stick-ups dressed like an old-West outlaw because he’s been reading Western novels and watch violence on movies or television?’ Cuchilo grunted, sounding disgusted. 
 
    ‘Something like that,’ Alice agreed. ‘Only it’s not quite so simple. Doctor Hertel doesn’t go along with the watching-violence-breeds-violence theory. He says that his own experiences have shown that children tend to be less violent if they are allowed to watch it at second-hand in a movie, or television show, like that.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go along with him on that,’ Cuchilo stated. ‘Hell, since this non-violent television bit started, actual violence between minors has increased. You can check the statistics to see that.’ 
 
    ‘Thing is,’ Alice put in, ‘Doctor Hertel reckons the Owlhoot has been watching Western movies.’ 
 
    ‘Which kind of spoils the doctor’s theory,’ Joan remarked. 
 
    ‘Not entirely,’ Alice corrected. ‘He says that the Owlhoot may have been forbidden to see them by his parents, but sneaked off and did it regardless. So, by going against his parent’s wishes, he identifies himself with the bad guy—’ 
 
    ‘Who always loses,’ Joan pointed out. 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Alice agreed. ‘At the back of his subconscious, the Owlhoot knows that. So he wants to lose, to be caught and punished for disobeying his folks. At least that’s Doctor Hertel’s theory. He admits there could be any number of other reasons motivating the Owlhoot—’ 
 
    ‘That’s the one he’s betting on,’ Brad interrupted. ‘He says that if he’s right, the Owlhoot’ll be a plain-looking, unimpressive man who’s never been able to excel at sports through lack of ability or parental repression. Doc favors the latter. So he’s picked this way to draw attention to himself.’ 
 
    ‘And instead of inspiring fear, or grudging admiration, he’s being treated as a joke,’ Alice went on. ‘Sooner or later, he’s going to get so riled that he tricks a victim into trying to take him. When that happens, he won’t be a joke anymore.’ 
 
    ‘Hertel’s a smart psychologist,’ Joan said soberly. ‘He’s not often wrong in his judgment. Look, Alice, if the Zingel girl hasn’t broken by Monday morning, I’ll have your team taken off the assignment.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Joan,’ Alice replied. ‘I know that everything possible’s being done. But I’d feel a whole heap more contented if I was in there helping in some way.’ 
 
    ‘We all feel like that,’ Cuchilo told her. ‘That’s why we took the badge in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘I’d let you go sooner,’ Joan stated. ‘But you know how it is with a “psycho-tail”, having the same officers watching all the time’s what creates the tension.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Alice admitted. ‘Seeing the team there worries her. To change us now might queer the whole operation. We’ll stick it out to the end.’ 
 
    ‘Which won’t be long,’ Cuchilo guessed. ‘Jack can’t keep three teams tied up indefinitely. If she hasn’t broken by Monday, I’ll bet we’re told to pick her up and try to sweat it out of her. I hope it doesn’t come to that. Like I said, she’s one tough paleface naivi. If she cracks at all, it won’t be at the Office.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go with you on that Sam,’ Joan went on. ‘We’d best get moving. See you later, Alice, Brad.’ 
 
    ‘Well be around,’ promised the big blond. 
 
    For the visit, Joan and Cuchilo had used their official vehicle. They did not wish to take the chance of Laurie seeing the unmarked [xiii] Plymouth undercover car in which they hoped to follow her when she finally broke and went to meet Sandwich. Going to their Oldsmobile, Unit S.O. 6, they boarded it and drove away. Alice and Brad remained in position, waiting to follow Laurie when she left work. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Nine 
 
    A very perturbed, frightened Laurie drove home from work that Friday evening. Behind her, no matter how thick and heavy the traffic, she could see the black-and-white Oldsmobile with the red-haired female deputy at its wheel and the handsome blond by her side. Laurie hated the car, its occupants and the other peace officers who watched her. The constant surveillance was getting to her, just as the sheriff and Joan Hilton had hoped it would when organizing the ‘psychological tailing’ operation. If only one of the watchers had done something, intercepted her and asked questions, anything, it would have relieved the mounting tension. But they did not. Instead they just hovered in the background, watching and following everywhere she went. 
 
    What with one thing and another, Laurie suffered a hair-raising ride home. Three times she came within inches of a collision and her head swam with a mixture of distracting thoughts. Nor was her condition improved when she arrived to find a number of strange cars in the Temple House’s parking lot. She managed to put the convertible in its usual place, watched by Deputy Valenca. Following his orders, he drew back into ‘hiding’ when she looked his way, making sure that he did not go before she saw him. However Laurie was less interested in him than in the presence of the unfamiliar vehicles in the lot. Pausing at the side door, she glanced at the fire-escape which zigzagged down from the upper floors to end in the parking lot. Neither it nor the lot was illuminated at night, a point which she had already checked and taken into consideration. Entering the building, she saw the superintendent standing in the hall. 
 
    ‘It’s the wedding,’ Kroon explained when she asked about the cars. ‘Mrs. Albert’s daughter, you know. Some of her friends are having a bridal-shower for her tonight. I hope they’re not as rowdy as their other parties.’ 
 
    ‘So do I,’ Laurie said absently, making the conventional reply almost without thinking what she was saying. She began to realize the possibilities offered by the presence of so many strange vehicles in the parking lot. 
 
    All the way up to her apartment, she thought fast and furiously. If she knew Sally Albert, the bridal-shower would be anything but a temperance affair or end too early; but when it did, several women would be leaving at the same time. There would be noise, confusion, the chance for her to slip away unnoticed. She had seen two convertibles of the same model as her own, to increase her chances. It was unlikely that a better opportunity would arise before Monday. 
 
    Stripping to her bra and tights, she paced the room for a short time and turned over various plans for escape in her mind. Knowing that she always thought better while eating, she went into the small kitchen. The deputies’ presence had prevented her from going shopping, but she found enough food in her refrigerator to make up a meal. 
 
    Seated at the table, she plied a knife and fork while considering how best to make use of the advantage presented to her. There was no way that she could discover when the Alberts’ party would end. Certainly not before nine-thirty or ten. Of course, the guests might decide to go sooner and take their hostesses to a night-spot or show. Laurie decided that she would leave as soon as it was dark, then wait in her convertible until the women took their departure. 
 
    Halfway between the plate and her mouth, the fork came to an abrupt halt. Suddenly she remembered the occupants of Apartment Eighteen—and the reason she had been given for the deputies’ surveillance of Temple House. Lowering the fork, she stared blankly at the window. It seemed highly unlikely that the big blond would risk telling such a story about a pair of innocent, law-abiding strangers. Certainly not to an obvious blabber-mouth like Kroon, who might easily repeat it to the women concerned or spread it around the building so that they heard it from one of the apartment owners. 
 
    Before the blond deputy would tell the story, he would have to be sure that there could be no complaint from the two women. Which meant that he knew them. Most likely they were peace officers themselves, part of the circle of watchers around her. Maybe they had found some way of keeping her under observation. Come to think of it, on two occasions when she had looked in that direction, she had thought the apartment door was on the point of being closed. 
 
    If so, she must find some way of avoiding being seen by the watching women. Luckily they were on the opposite side to the window that opened on to the parking lot and fire-escape. To reach the window, she would have to pass the elevator and the stairs. Given a little careful thought, she might be able to evade their scrutiny. First, though, there were things she had to do. 
 
    Wishing to put her theory to the test, she donned her black stretch pants, a white satin blouse and heelless black pumps. Collecting some clothes, she put them into a plastic bag. Before leaving the apartment, she removed a mirror from her handbag and held it in the palm of her left hand. With the two bags in her right hand, she stepped into the hall and glanced at the door of Apartment Eighteen. Sure enough, it moved slightly and was closed. 
 
    While walking along the passage, she held the mirror so that it reflected the door of Eighteen. It opened slightly. Not much, but enough for one of the women to keep her under observation. Bringing the elevator up, she stepped inside but did not set it into motion. Instead she waited for almost thirty seconds. Then she opened the doors again and, holding it between the tips of her thumb and forefinger, extended the mirror. The door to Apartment Eighteen was closed. Behind it, the policewoman would be reporting Laurie’s departure to the waiting deputies. 
 
    With a sigh of relief, Laurie rode down to the ground floor. 
 
    Determined to leave nothing to chance, she approached the front entrance. Through it she saw the red-headed woman deputy strolling apparently aimlessly along Longley Street. Turning, Laurie made for the rear door. Just as she had expected, the Mexican deputy was on the other side of Danville. Ignoring him, she walked along the street in the direction of the neighborhood laundro-mat. 
 
    ‘I hope it starts raining and you get soaked to the skin!’ Laurie hissed viciously as she fed her clothes into one of the machines, glancing across the street to where Valenca stood watching her. 
 
    The hope did not materialize. Finishing her laundry, Laurie returned to the Temple House. She ignored the following deputy and rode the elevator to the first floor. Stepping out, she turned her head towards the door of Apartment Eighteen and watched the tiny crack disappear. As she unlocked her own door, she used the mirror and grinned as she saw the surveillance resumed. 
 
    Inside her apartment, Laurie tossed the bag of laundry on to the divan. She had arrangements to make before leaving and took time to think them all out. Going into the bedroom, she stripped off the white blouse. Taking one of black from a drawer of the dressing-table, she slipped it on. Then she replaced the white garment, making sure that the other did not show. For the rest, she had few things to worry about. All the money she possessed was in her handbag. A case full of clothes had been placed in the boot of the convertible on the night of the crime and never removed. There was only one more item to be attended to—well, not quite. From the dressing table’s drawers, she produced a light and a dark scarf. First she fixed the latter so that it covered her blonde hair. Then she carefully concealed it under the light-colored scarf. 
 
    With that done, Laurie returned to the small sitting-room. Picking up the telephone’s receiver, she dialed a number. 
 
    ‘Tap-Op to U.C.!’ Alice and Brad’s radio came alive. ‘Activity on the part of suspect.’ 
 
    ‘Call?’ Joan’s voice asked. 
 
    ‘Nope. She dialed, hung up, dialed again, hung up and dialed a third time, then hung up without speaking or getting an answer.’ 
 
    ‘Play it ba—’ Joan began. 
 
    ‘Hold it U.C.,’ advised the man operating the telephone tap. ‘Somebody’s dialing her number. Hung up. Dialed again. Hung up. Dialed again. Hung up.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a signal!’ Alice breathed when the tap-operator did not report further activity. 
 
    ‘Nothing surer,’ Brad agreed. 
 
    Further confirmation of the idea came from Joan. ‘U.C. to Psycho Two. Did you bug the heap, Lars?’ 
 
    ‘Just now come back from doing it,’ answered Larsen’s mild tones. 
 
    ‘U.C. to Tracker,’ Joan continued. ‘Are you reading the signal?’ 
 
    ‘Reading steady at Temple House location,’ the control unit of the tracking trucks replied. ‘Will notify immediately it moves.’ 
 
    ‘All units, all units,’ Joan announced and her voice held a brisk note of controlled excitement. ‘Stay alert. This may be our night.’ 
 
    ‘I hope she goes early,’ Valenca growled, his words carrying over the air. ‘She’s already made me miss seeing Doc Hertel face Mrs. Traverson and her Anti-Violence League on the Local Views show. If she runs soon, I’ll be able to catch the late-late movie.’ 
 
    ‘I’d’ve liked to see Local Views myself,’ Joan admitted. 
 
    Every Friday at seven in the evening, the Rockabye County television network brought together local personalities to discuss topical issues. That night the debate had been inspired by the Owlhoot and was on the subject of how movie and literary violence affected those who watched or read it. Knowing Doctor Hertel to be peppery and a very good debater, the deputies figured that the confrontation with members of the Anti-Violence League would have been worth watching. 
 
    ‘We’ll be able to read about it in the Mirror tomorrow,’ Alice consoled. 
 
    After that conversation came to a stop. Despite the silence, Alice could sense the added alertness and tension felt by every member of the ‘psychological tailing’ detail. At last the suspect had done something out of the ordinary and their long, boring, uneventful vigil might pay off. 
 
    Sixty minutes dragged slowly by, then the radios came alive. 
 
    ‘Stake-out to all units. Suspect has just left apartment, dressed for going out. Is taking stairs, not elevator.’ 
 
    ‘Psycho teams, tail from cars,’ Joan ordered. ‘This may be it.’ 
 
    Another five minutes crept away. Behind the wheel of Unit S.O.12, Alice kept her eyes fixed on the front entrance. At her side, Brad watched the parking lot and cursed the management for not having it adequately illuminated. Despite the end wall and side door being in heavy shadow, he could see well enough to know if Laurie drove out in her convertible. ‘Where is she?’ Alice breathed. ‘Where the hell is she?’ 
 
    Even descending on foot, the girl ought to have appeared by that time. In Alice’s opinion, Laurie would not go directly to the convertible. Aware that she was under observation, she would most likely leave on foot, try to lose her tail and if successful return for the car or find some other way to reach Sandwich. Yet she had not come into sight on Longley Street, nor had Larsen and Valenca reported her departure from the rear of the building. 
 
    ‘Psycho Two to U.C.,’ Larsen called. ‘Suspect hasn’t showed yet. She’d have to come out this side or on Longley no matter how she left.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not come this way,’ Brad announced. 
 
    ‘Maybe she’s gone downstairs to join the party,’ suggested the stake-out policewoman. 
 
    ‘Hell yes!’ Alice ejaculated. ‘That party!’ She signaled to Brad who held the radio for her to use. ‘How was she dressed, Stake-Out?’ 
 
    ‘Pumps, black stretch pants, white satin blouse, white headscarf, carrying her handbag.’ 
 
    ‘She shouldn’t be hard to pick out in those,’ Joan declared. ‘Psycho Two, make a quick prowl, see if you can pick her up. Sam, raise Central Control and have an A.P.B. put out on her. Locate, notify, follow, but don’t intercept.’ 
 
    ‘It’s done,’ Cuchilo replied. 
 
    ‘Psycho One to U.C.,’ Brad said. ‘Could be she’s come out this way, is in her convertible and waiting for the party guests to leave, so she can slip away among them.’ 
 
    ‘Stay on watch from your position, Psycho One,’ Joan ordered. ‘If she goes, follow her. If she’s gone and we don’t find her, there’ll be hell to pay in the morning.’ 
 
    Closing the door as she left, Laurie used the mirror to watch Apartment Eighteen. She went along the passage and halted before the elevator, staring at its indicator for a moment. Then she gave an exasperated gesture and made for the stairs. Going down three steps, she halted and made use of the mirror. As she had hoped, the door of Eighteen was closed. That figured. The policewomen would not want to risk having their messages to the watchers overheard by somebody who happened to be passing. 
 
    Swiftly Laurie peeled off the white scarf, then removed the satin blouse. With them bundled around her handbag, she peeped around the top of the stairs. Satisfied that the stake-out could not see her, she returned to the passage and darted along it. Giving access to a fire-escape, the window was not fastened. She raised it and slipped out. For a moment she was in a patch of faint light, then descended into the shadowy blackness below. Going down the iron ladder, she could see the Oldsmobile. Its crew gave no sign of having noticed her departure. Either they both watched the entrance of the building, or the one watching the parking lot had his attention on the side door. 
 
    Dropping to the ground, she darted over and entered her convertible. Placing her handbag on the passenger-seat, she settled down. The cars belonging to the party guests were still all around her. She had left in time. 
 
    The fingers of Laurie’s wristwatch showed ten-thirty before the side door opened. Led by Mrs. Albert, the girls from the bridal-shower flooded out. As Laurie had guessed, the drinks had flowed freely. Amid laughter, squeals and loud conversation, the women climbed into the cars. Engines started, Laurie’s among them. She let three of the cars leave, turning on to Longley Street, and slid in behind one of the convertibles similar to her own. While she had hoped that they would depart by the Danville Street exit, she followed the other cars. Held firmly in place by its magnetic force, the tiny transmitter continued to send out its signal. 
 
    ‘Tracker to U.C.!’ came an excited voice over the triplex radios of the peace officers. ‘Suspect on the move. Turning left along Longley.’ 
 
    ‘She did like you said, Brad,’ Alice whispered, watching the cars emerge from the parking lot. ‘Came down the fire-escape and waited for them to pull out.’ 
 
    Shortly after realizing that Laurie had eluded them, one of the policewomen had gone along the passage, seen and reported the open window. 
 
    ‘And that’s how she did it!’ Brad went mi, indicating Laurie’s convertible as it went by. ‘She had a dark scarf and blouse under the others. I wondered how she managed to come down without attracting my attention, wearing so much white.’ Even as he spoke, Alice was moving the Oldsmobile forward. Deftly she inserted it between the first and second vehicles to follow Laurie’s convertible. Brad put aside his thoughts on how the little blonde had avoided being detected and carried out his duty as the team’s shotgun. 
 
    ‘Psycho One to U.C.,’ he announced. ‘We are in pursuit of suspect. Going left on Longley.’ 
 
    ‘Follow until she makes determined attempt to lose you,’ Joan told him. ‘We are moving in behind you ready to take over. U.C. to Tracker. Keep us informed of suspect’s location.’ While the operation appeared to be running smoothly, Joan knew all too well how easily a tail-job could go wrong. So she wanted a constant check kept on the direction taken by Laurie’s car. Then, even if some unforeseen circumstances caused them to lose her, the tracking truck’s reports would guide the deputies on the little blonde’s trail. 
 
    Staying with the procession of cars until it reached a busier area of town, Laurie swung away from them at an intersection. The vehicle behind her went straight on, but she noticed the next car turning after her. With a sudden, cold shock, she realized that it was the Oldsmobile deputy car which had become such a part of her life during the past two days. 
 
    Momentarily Laurie came close to panic. Her convertible weaved briefly before she stiffened herself in a determined effort of self-control. After fooling the stake-out, it came as a blow to discover that the deputies had still managed to get on her tail. However, she had fooled one set of peace officers and believed that she could repeat her success, despite the set-back. Maybe she could not lose the Oldsmobile on the well-lit streets through which she was passing, but ought to do so in the dimly-illuminated area towards which she headed. 
 
    Instinct told Laurie that the later she lost the deputies, the better for her plans. It would give them less time to organize a search by other official vehicles. Once she reached her destination, only a few minutes work would render her convertible into a useless piece of identification for the peace officers. Setting her teeth grimly, the little blonde kept her car moving. Whatever she did, she must not let the deputies know that she was aware of their presence. By doing so, she hoped to lull them into a condition of complacency which would make losing them so much easier. 
 
    ‘She’s on to us, U.C.!’ Brad commented as he saw the convertible swerve and straighten without having any reason for doing so. 
 
    ‘Keep after her until she makes a determined attempt to lose you,’ Joan replied. ‘We’re on your tail, about three cars back.’ 
 
    So the pursuit continued, with Brad reporting their route and the controller of the tracking trucks confirming it by his instruments’ readings. Laurie led the peace officers through the south-east side of the Business Division and into Gusher City South’s industrial area. 
 
    At last Laurie knew that the time had come. She swung the convertible on to a long, straight street that was almost canyon like with its flanking tall buildings. It was a sparsely-lit area, with the buildings holding out what small illumination the half-moon gave. Alleys and side-streets separated the buildings, offering numerous avenues of escape. Laurie knew the area well. During the time she and Sandwich had been planning the crime, they had taken other things into consideration. While sure that nobody knew about them, they had made arrangements in case their secret should be discovered. In addition to the agreement not to speak on the telephone in her apartment, and working out a system of untraceable signals, they had planned against the situation in which Laurie now found herself. 
 
    Although Laurie saw a figure on a motorcycle come from one of the side-streets ahead of her, she ignored him. Even his rather unconventional dress did not strike her as significant. All that mattered to her was that he was not a badge-bandit. [xiv] Passing from the pool of light thrown by a street lamp which had escaped damage by vandals, she gave thought to her escape from the following peace officers. 
 
    The two deputies did not share the little blonde’s disinterest in the man on the motorcycle. In fact it could be truthfully claimed that he handed them one of the worst shocks of their lives as he entered the circle of light. 
 
    ‘My god!’ Alice gasped. 
 
    ‘Psycho One to U.C.!’ Brad snapped into the radio and his voice throbbed with emotion. 
 
    ‘U.C. by,’ the blonde deputy answered. 
 
    ‘Joan!’ Brad went on. ‘The Owlhoot’s on the street ahead of us!’ 
 
    ‘Repeat!’ Amazement rang in Joan Hilton’s voice. 
 
    Looking at the figure in front of them, Alice and Brad knew their eyes had not played tricks on them. Mounted on a trail motorcycle, he was tall, slim, clad in a low-crowned, wide-brimmed black Stetson, calfskin vest, open-necked shirt, Levis pants and high-heeled boots. More than that. Around his waist was a gunbelt which, even from their position behind him, the deputies could see carried a white-handled revolver with a long barrel in its holster. 
 
    ‘So help me, Joan,’ Brad replied. ‘It’s the truth. The Owlhoot’s on the street ahead of us. Zingel’s just passed him. What the hell are we going to do?’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Ten 
 
    Inadvertently Laurie solved the deputies’ dilemma for them. Once through the light, she reached to the convertible’s dashboard. Throwing the switches, she darkened her vehicle. A turn on the steering wheel, pressure on the accelerator, and the little car shot across the road into the even deeper blackness of a side alley. Halting the convertible, she killed its motor and twisted around in her seat. First the man on the motorcycle went by, then the Oldsmobile followed. The deputies had not noticed her make the turn. By the time they realized what had happened and started to check back, she would be gone. 
 
    Grinning in wild delight and excitement, Laurie started the engine and set the car moving. She passed along the alley, across the next street, between two more buildings and turned right beyond them. Looking back, she almost screeched in elation at finding that no car came after her. 
 
    What Laurie did not know was that the transmitter clinging to the forward right fender of her car sent out a signal that allowed the peace officers to follow even though they were not in sight. Nor did she pay sufficient attention to a vehicle which came from a side-street. She noticed it briefly in passing and dismissed it as of no importance. All the deputy cars she had seen, including that used by Joan Hilton and Sam Cuchilo, had been distinctively-colored Oldsmobiles. So she failed to connect the plain black Plymouth hardtop with the law. Even its occupants gave her no clue to their identity. They had changed from their uniforms after leaving Euro-Tex. Joan wore a gray sweater and slacks, while Cuchilo dressed in a leather windcheater, tee-shirt, jeans and hunting boots. With his Smith & Wesson .41 Magnum revolver concealed beneath his jacket, Cuchilo had nothing to show his official standing. Although Joan had her Pete Ludwig shoulder-bag along, it rested on her knees. She kept the Voice Commander radio held low on seeing the convertible ahead. 
 
    ‘Got her, Joan—’ Cuchilo growled, face impassive but eyes glinting with the excitement of the chase. At that moment he looked more Indian than ever. Not just Indian, but Comanche; a Nemenuh, one of the People, the nation of savage warriors who had once ranged over and ruled most of Texas. 
 
    ‘Keep well back,’ the blonde counseled. ‘Damned if you don’t look like a Kweharehnuh [xv] buck on a scalp hunt.’ 
 
    ‘Huh, paleface!’ Cuchilo grunted. ‘Us Comanches had the best idea. Used to keep women where they belonged, in tipi not on war-trail.’ 
 
    Despite the comments, which served to take the tension out of the situation, Cuchilo and Joan kept their attention on the work at hand. They watched Laurie’s convertible draw away from them. 
 
    When the Plymouth made no attempt to keep behind her, Laurie forgot it. By that time the red-headed deputy and her partner would know for sure that they had lost the convertible. They would be radioing for assistance from other peace officers. Not that she cared, for she rapidly approached the rendezvous. Within five minutes she would be safe. 
 
    ‘Tracker to U.C.!’ 
 
    ‘U.C. by!’ Joan answered. 
 
    ‘Suspect’s vehicle is at a halt. Location is vacant lot on Lake Drive, adjacent El Paso Car-Wrecking Corporation. Code One?’ 
 
    ‘Code One!’ Joan’s repetition confirmed that she had understood the message. ‘We are approaching Lake Drive now. Over and out.’ 
 
    ‘I know the lot,’ Cuchilo commented as he turned the Plymouth on to Lake Drive. ‘Walked a beat around here as a harness bull with Gusher City South.’ 
 
    Although the road flanked the west shore of Lake Rockabye, a variety of buildings hid the water from the deputies’ sight. However Joan saw an extensive gap ahead. Cuchilo brought the Plymouth to a halt just before they reached it. 
 
    ‘We’d best go the rest of the way on foot,’ he suggested. 
 
    Hooking the bag’s strap over her left shoulder, Joan retained her hold on the radio and nodded. As he left the car, Cuchilo drew the heavy Smith & Wesson from his Myers No. 4 cross-draw holster. Joan left her Colt Cobra in the bag, figuring that if shooting started she would be better occupied in calling up assistance. Side by side, they walked from behind the building and studied the vacant lot. At its far side, facing towards a high wire-mesh fence, stood the convertible unlit and apparently deserted. 
 
    ‘What’s beyond the fence?’ Joan whispered. 
 
    ‘The dumping ground for the cars to be wrecked,’ Cuchilo replied. ‘They’re in a hollow, you can’t see them from here.’ 
 
    Reaching the convertible, the deputies found its seats empty. Joan and Cuchilo exchanged glances. 
 
    ‘She must have me—’ Joan began, holding her voice to a whisper. 
 
    ‘Get behind the heap!’ Cuchilo hissed, staring towards the fence. 
 
    Having faith in her partner, Joan obeyed without question. Nor did they crouch alongside the convertible a moment too soon. At first Joan could see nothing to explain Cuchilo’s order. Then two figures rose into view inside the fence. The lot and fence had no artificial illumination, but Joan could see sufficiently well to know that one shape was male, the other female. By the time they had reached the fence, Joan identified the female as Laurie Zingel. 
 
    ‘It’s her,’ Joan breathed, ‘and the man’s Sandwich.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t have the money with them,’ Cuchilo replied. Crossing the narrow strip of level ground, Laurie and the man halted at the fence. Although the deputies had not noticed, it had been cut from the bottom almost to the top. Gripping one side of the cut area, the little blonde and her companion raised it. The man hooked its lower end back and, as Laurie ducked through the triangular opening, started to raise the other side. 
 
    ‘Damn it!’ Joan hissed, watching the girl approach the car. ‘He’s not coming with her.’ 
 
    ‘They’re going to hide this heap in there,’ Cuchilo guessed, equally quietly. ‘How do you want to play it, boss-lady?’ 
 
    ‘Go get him!’ Joan decided. ‘Leave the girl to me.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way,’ Cuchilo replied, then launched himself into the open wishing that much less than thirty yards separated him from the other man. ‘Law here, Sandwich!’ he yelled. ‘Stand still!’ 
 
    Shocked into immobility, Laurie let out a scream of surprise and frustrated rage. Sandwich released the section of the fence he was drawing back, but did not obey Cuchilo’s command. Twisting around, he flung himself across the level ground and started to disappear down the slope. Although Cuchilo shot ‘Expert’ on the County’s exacting qualification program—which concentrated more on actual combat-shooting than formal target-popping—and carried a revolver noted for its accuracy-potential, he held his fire. Like all Magnum cartridges, the .41 Magnum not only flew true but possessed a range far beyond that of ordinary hand-gun bullets. So if he missed Sandwich, a likely possibility under the circumstances, his bullet would wing above the hollow and have the force to kill or injure some innocent person far beyond its other side. Wisely Cuchilo refrained from squeezing the trigger. Darting by the little blonde, he raced towards the fence as fast as he could go. Placing the radio on the ground, the woman deputy stood up. 
 
    ‘All right, girlie,’ Joan said, walking around the convertible. ‘It’s all over. Let’s get y—’ 
 
    Thinking back on the incident later, Joan bitterly but honestly laid the full blame for what happened next on herself. She, of all people, ought to have recognized the danger; or at least taken into account that a girl with Laurie’s build could show surprising agility. Even the little blonde’s resilience in recovering from the sledge-hammer impact of the ‘psychological tailing’ ought to have warned Joan of the hardness beneath the vivacious exterior. 
 
    Instead of remembering and taking suitable precautions, Joan approached Laurie with the Pete Ludwig bag dangling from her shoulder and its top closed. 
 
    Facing Joan and never giving Cuchilo as much as a glance, Laurie reached into her handbag. Her right hand emerged holding something. A click sounded and the faint moonlight glinted on steel as the blade of a switch-blade knife sprang into sight. 
 
    ‘All right, badge!’ Laurie spat, sounding as savage as a cornered bobcat. ‘Come and take me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be loco,’ Joan advised quietly, continuing her advance. ‘Just because Sandwich killed the guard—’ 
 
    ‘You’re wrong, badge!’ the little blonde answered. ‘Arnold didn’t kill him. I did it!’ 
 
    In a flash everything became clear to Joan—and did she mean everything. It was quite possible that Laurie told the truth about the killing. From the start of the investigation Joan had wondered how Sandwich had managed to handle the removal of the payroll from the safe to his car. Up to that moment she had assumed that he had made at least two journeys, but with the girl’s help, he might have made it in one. 
 
    If she wanted proof of Laurie’s ability with a knife, the little blonde was giving it. She did not act like a near-hysterical girl, but carried herself in the manner of a trained knife-fighter. Crouching slightly, balanced lightly on bent legs, she held the knife close to her body and with its handle diagonally across her right palm. Her left hand extended before her, ready to parry an attack or create an opening for a slash or thrust. 
 
    Just in time Joan jolted from her surprise. Laurie came in fast, face twisted into lines of almost maniacal hatred. The last time Joan had seen such an expression was during a raid on a shooting gallery. [xvi] One of its clientele, drugged on ‘harmless’ marihuana, had come at her with a knife. Then she had not hesitated. Raising her Cobra, she had planted a .38 Special bullet between the man’s eyes and halted him in his tracks. 
 
    This time was different. Joan did not face a narcotics-crazed, big, powerful man but a girl smaller and lighter than herself. 
 
    During her career as a peace officer, Joan had built a reputation amongst the hookers, boosters [xvii] and other women criminals of the city as one female badge you did not get tough with. She knew how to take care of herself when necessary—and it was necessary right at that moment. 
 
    There would be no time to open her bag and jerk the Cobra from its holster, even if Joan had considered such extreme measures were required. Instead she leapt aside, clear of the knife’s slashing arc. In going, she saw Cuchilo dive through the gap in the fence. Her heel caught against something and she stumbled. While Joan was still off balance, Laurie attacked again. Snatching the bag from her shoulder as she staggered, Joan hurled it at the advancing girl. Deftly Laurie deflected it with her left hand, but the brief respite gave Joan the chance to regain her balance. 
 
    ‘I’ll cut you, badge—!’ Laurie screeched, all the pent-up emotions of the past two days bursting into a flood of deadly, controlled rage. 
 
    To add up to her troubles, Joan heard Cuchilo shout something followed by the crack of shots. Then a wild, savage yell shattered the air. After it came more shots; a rapid tattoo. Both she and Laurie halted briefly, looking towards the direction of the sounds. 
 
    Although Joan recovered first, she gave the impression that she still had her attention on the fence. Laurie came at her once more and the knife licked forward in a wicked thrust to the body. Hooking her right thumb over the left, Joan held her hands so the rising wrist entered the V-shape caused by her fingers. Grasping it in both hands, Joan swung Laurie’s arm upward sharply. Pivoting outwards, she carried the trapped arm over her head. As she snapped it downwards, she slid her right hand from the wrist to the elbow. Bending the trapped limb, she twisted on the wrist. A squeal of pain broke from Laurie as her fingers opened and the knife slid from them. With a gasp of relief, Joan looked down and kicked the weapon away. It slid across the ground and came to a halt just underneath the side of the convertible. 
 
    Wanting to quieten and secure her prisoner, Joan relaxed her grip. With a show of surprising strength, Laurie tugged her wrist free. She swung to face the deputy, going in close. Like a flash Joan wrapped her arms around Laurie’s, hugging the girl to her in an attempt to smother the other’s attack. It seemed to be working. Although Laurie struggled, she could not break the crushing hold with her arms. Nor did her knees meet with better results for Joan kept her legs together and protected her groin. Squealing curses, Laurie kicked at Joan’s shins. With a hiss of pain, the deputy gave a savage squeeze that ended the cursing in a grunt. 
 
    Laurie had learned self-defense as a member of a street gang, picking up a number of useful tricks. Instinctively, she brought one off. Bending back her neck, she snapped it forward smartly. Her forehead impacted hard on Joan’s nose. Roaring pain blinded the deputy and she felt blood gushing from her nostrils. Involuntarily she loosened her hold. Once again Laurie demonstrated her strength by shoving Joan away from her. 
 
    Through the tears of pain that half-blinded her, Joan saw Laurie moving after her. Gathering herself, Laurie bounded into the air. To her horror, Joan realized that the girl meant to deliver a drop-kick. From the way she went into it, she had almost the skill of a professional wrestler. Desperately Joan threw herself backwards. Although the soles of the girl’s pumps struck Joan in the bosom, the deputy had almost passed out of range. The kick still hurt and added momentum to her retreat, but had not come with such force that it rendered her incapable of anything other than screaming in torment. 
 
    Joan felt herself crash into the side of the convertible and bounced forward. While she saw what she was running into, she could not react swiftly enough to prevent it. Landing on her feet, Laurie met Joan. Two hands closed on the deputy’s sweater. She felt one of Laurie’s feet thrust into her stomach and watched the girl falling backwards. Pulled onwards, Joan went catapulting over in as neatly-performed a stomach-throw as she had ever seen executed. Trained reflexes helped Joan to lessen the impact of the fall, but she sprawled dazed on her back. Giving the deputy no time to recover, Laurie sat up. Twisting around, she dived on to Joan and wriggled around until she knelt astride the plump torso. Taking Joan’s throat in her hands, she raised the deputy’s head to smash it against the ground. 
 
    ‘Where the hell are you, Sam?’ Joan groaned. 
 
    The idea that his partner might need assistance never entered Sam Cuchilo’s head. Knowing her reputation, and having seen her in action, he figured that, even if the girl was foolish enough to resist, Joan could handle her without his help. Not that he gave much thought to the matter. A peace officer who let his attention wander while hunting down a desperate, dangerous killer soon wound up being spoken of in the past-tense as a name on the department’s roll-of-honor. 
 
    Going through the gap in the fence, he advanced towards the edge of the hollow. Business had apparently been good, for cars and other vehicles awaiting destruction were scattered around below him and a few even stood on the sloping sides. Down below, Sandwich was running between two of the cars on the level ground. 
 
    ‘Peace officer here, Sandwich!’ Cuchilo shouted. 
 
    Like a flash the man spun around. Flame spurted twice from his right hand as he raised it in Cuchilo’s direction. When the two bullets split the air by his head, the deputy reacted fast—but not as a peace officer of the twentieth century. Cuchilo was not only a trained lawman—which, in Rockabye County meant that he had also been trained to a high standard of gunfighting efficiency—but he came from a fighting stock second to none. Age-old instinct and training warned him of his peril, standing sky-lined in such a manner. It was the former that flashed a solution to his predicament through his thought-processes. 
 
    Without conscious direction, Cuchilo cut loose with the blood-chilling war-whoop of his Antelope forefathers, a sound that had continued to cause terror to all who heard it long after the other Comanche bands had ceased to ride the war-trail. [xviii] While the yell might have been good psychology for distracting the other man, that had not been the reason why Cuchilo gave it. At that moment his veneer of civilization had left him. He was no longer a Police Science and Administration honor graduate of the University of Southern Texas. He was a Kweharehnuh Comanche under attack by an enemy. 
 
    On the heels of the yell, Cuchilo launched himself into the air. With more shots, which he counted automatically, slashing his way, he landed feet first on the roof of a Ford hardtop standing upon the slope. From there he slid and bounced rump-first on to the car’s hood. A bullet struck just behind him, whining off in a ricochet. Spurred to greater activity by the proximity of the vicious sound, he threw himself in a twisting dive groundwards. 
 
    A natural horseman, who rode regularly on mounts from the Sheriff’s Office stable, Cuchilo knew how to fall. He lit down rolling, ignoring the hard knobs of uneven surface that spiked into him. Landing on his stomach, he threw the Smith & Wesson into hurried alignment and cut loose with a shot. Sandwich cried out in pain, staggered but did not fall. While hit, he still managed to turn and stumble rapidly off between the cars. 
 
    ‘Nine shots,’ Cuchilo thought as he came to his feet and looked around. ‘Auto-pistol for sure. Either he’s empty, or he’s using a Browning Hi-Power and got four more bullets. Shots sounded about right for a medium-caliber. Whatever kind, it won’t take him much over a minute to change magazines.’ 
 
    With his summation of the situation rapidly completed, and unaware that his partner found herself in a precarious position, Cuchilo advanced in the direction Sandwich had taken. The boots worn by the deputy had been designed for silent movement when hunting wary game animals. So his feet made little or no sound and his keen ears traced Sandwich’s passage, aided by brief, fleeting sightings of the man among the vehicles. 
 
    Weaving between cars, trucks of various kinds and less identifiable piles of metal. Sandwich stumbled. Pain knifed through him and his left hand felt at the gash ripped in his upper thigh by the deputy’s bullet. He fell against the side of a car, whimpering a little. Then he heard the sound of sirens coming from at least three different directions, growing louder as they converged on the area. Somebody must have been attracted by the shooting and called the Gusher City South station house’s complaints board. Learning that a gunfight was in progress, the police dispatcher had wasted no time in sending cars to investigate. From what Laurie had told him of the past few days and her ‘escape’, the officers in the cars would guess what was happening. If Sandwich did not get away quickly, he would find himself in the center of a rapidly-closing net of lawmen. 
 
    Yet he could not hope to escape with the deputy so close on his heels. 
 
    Looking around, while crouching concealed behind the car, his eyes came to rest on a large truck. Its doors had been removed and the interior was pitch black. Limping across, he dragged himself up and slid back into the darkness. He wore a dark jacket, gray shirt and slacks which would not betray him. So he gripped the Browning Hi-Power automatic in his right hand and waited for his victim to pass by. 
 
    Staring through the lighter area outside the truck, Sandwich suddenly became aware that a figure moved across it. The silence of Cuchilo’s movements had taken him by surprise. Nor did his troubles end there. Raising his automatic, he found difficulty in seeing it and aligning the sights was impossible. Setting his teeth grimly, he started to creep forward. Before he had taken three steps, he saw the deputy halt and start to look his way. In panic, Sandwich thrust the automatic forward and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    Cuchilo heard the sound of Sandwich’s progress come to an abrupt end. That meant the man had stopped, not that he had passed beyond the deputy’s range of hearing. Since fleeing after his abortive attempt to shoot Cuchilo, the man had kept moving and mostly out of sight. The deputy figured that Sandwich must now be waiting somewhere, ready to kill him if he came close enough. Nor, listening to the approaching sirens, did Cuchilo need to devote thought to the man’s motives. Aware of the danger, Cuchilo continued to move in the direction from which the last sound had come. He cursed the sirens. While they might be announcing that help was on its way, they could also mask some slight noise closer at hand, the detection of which meant life or death to the deputy. 
 
    Eyes and ears working as never before, Cuchilo saw the truck. It seemed unlikely that Sandwich would be foolish enough to hide in the back, but the deputy did not discount the possibility. Gliding on, he heard a faint sound from the truck. Faint, maybe, but it brought him to an instant halt and he started to turn his head. Some instinct triggered off a warning alarm, bringing an immediate reaction and causing him to stride forward with his right leg. Nor did he move an instant too soon. A shot cracked from the back of the truck, missing him by less than he cared to think about. 
 
    Bending his left knee, Cuchilo pivoted on that foot to face the truck. Instead of remaining erect, he thrust his right leg out to the rear and rested his left thigh on the near calf. At the same time, he cupped his left palm under the gun-loaded right hand. Placing his left elbow on the bent knee, he held the Smith &Wesson at arms’ length and in a good position to take aim. Developed by John Mahe of the California Highway Patrol, the ‘California’ braced kneeling hold allowed for accurate shooting and a firm base even against the wicked recoil of a magnum-caliber revolver. Just how good a base, Cuchilo proceeded to demonstrate. Three times he squeezed the trigger, riding the muzzle-kick and altering his aim laterally across the black opening. On the third explosion of smokeless powder, he heard the ‘whomp!’ of lead striking human flesh. 
 
    Caught in the chest by the .41 Magnum bullet, Sandwich pitched backwards and in a circle. He fired one involuntary shot as the lead hit him, then the automatic flew from his hand. It struck the side of the truck and fell to the ground. Going forward fast, Cuchilo cursed his lack of foresight in not bringing a flashlight from the car. 
 
    ‘Ka-Dih,’ he breathed, mentioning the Great Spirit of the Comanches and speaking his native tongue. ‘Look well on this brave-heart who has made a stupid mistake.’ 
 
    The only sounds coming from the truck were a scrabbling and low moan. For all that, Cuchilo did not relax his vigilance. Coming to a halt at the side of the vehicle, he felt into his pants pocket with his left hand. He brought out his cigarette-lighter, adjusting the jet to its maximum and flicking the wheel. As the flame licked up, he shot his arm around and set the lighter down on the bed of the truck. When no shot came, he moved cautiously until he could see inside. In the glow of light, he saw Sandwich sprawled face down and with empty hands. 
 
    ‘My thanks, Ka-Dih,’ Cuchilo said soberly, climbing into the truck. Then he reverted to English. ‘Where the hell’s that paleface partner of mine?’ 
 
      
 
    Desperately Joan stiffened her neck-muscles. In doing so, she managed to reduce the force with which her head struck the ground. Bending her legs, Joan braced the soles of her feet and the back of her skull against the hard earth. With a surging effort, she bowed her body upwards and twisted suddenly to roll Laurie from her. Turning herself, Joan hooked her left leg over the girl and knelt astride her. If Joan had sought further proof of Laurie’s muscular development, the power of the hard-fleshed body between her thighs gave it. Before Joan could do more than assume the upper position, Laurie had managed to turn her and was on top once more. Only briefly. Raising her stocky frame upwards, Joan reversed their roles again. This time she ground her right hand into Laurie’s left breast. Pain held the girl helpless long enough for Joan to bring her extra weight to bear. 
 
    Around lashed Joan’s knotted left fist, slamming into Laurie’s right cheek and rocking her head to one side. The girl’s fingers scrabbled wildly at Joan, trying to grip her or do anything to remove her. Failing to do so, and catching the back of Joan’s fist in the center of her face as it returned from the first blow, Laurie began to feel around on the ground. While she failed to find a rock, she clawed up two hands full of earth and small stones. Before Joan could hit again, the little blonde hurled the contents of her hands into the deputy’s face. Half-blinded by the earth and stung by the stones, Joan reared back enough for Laurie to see the chance of escaping. Bringing her left leg between Joan’s thighs, she thrust the woman away from her. 
 
    They rolled apart, gasping for breath, and started to rise. Laurie made it first, although not by much. Spitting blood that had dribbled from her nose out of her mouth, the little blonde rushed at the deputy. It proved to be a costly mistake. Between the ages of eighteen and twenty, Joan had belonged to a troupe of professional girl boxers. While most of the bouts had been rigged, she had learned to box efficiently. Nor had becoming a peace officer caused her to forget the skills gathered in her younger days. Still rising, she cocked her fists as she had learned in the ring. Out stabbed the left, thudding against Laurie’s right breast. On the heels of the blow, Joan followed up with a right hook to the girl’s stomach. Laurie let out a croaking gasp, staggered back a few paces and turned away. When Joan came after her, she snapped up a reverse kick which thudded the heel of her left pump into the deputy’s belly. Caught by surprise, for few women had taken two such punches from her and recovered so quickly, Joan reeled and almost fell. 
 
    After delivering the kick, Laurie staggered towards the convertible. Joan thought at first that the girl meant to try to flee in it. That idea departed fast as, reeling after Laurie, she saw her drop to her knees before reaching the car. Sobbing with pain, fury and exhaustion, the little blonde rested her left hand on the ground for support and her right reached under the vehicle. Fumbling around, she felt and closed her fingers around the hilt of her knife. 
 
    Coming up, Joan realized what Laurie was doing. Out lashed the deputy’s left leg. The toe of her shoe collided with the tightly-stretched seat of Laurie’s pants. Hurled forward, the girl’s head smashed into the side of the convertible and she collapsed. Almost on the verge of collapse herself, Joan sank down to kneel at Laurie’s side. Fighting to breathe, Joan rolled the girl on to her back. Gripping the front of Laurie’s torn black sweater, Joan began to haul her into a sitting position. Then she became aware of how the girl’s head dangled limply back with eyes staring glassily ahead. Opening her hands, Joan allowed Laurie to flop to the ground. 
 
    Still on her hands and knees, Joan became aware for the first time of the rapidly-approaching wail of sirens. Then she heard more shooting and, exhausted as she was, realized with relief that the heavier-calibered weapon fired last. 
 
    Lights spiked their yellow glow along Lake Drive and tires screamed as a G.C.P.D. radio patrol car rocked to a halt beyond the convertible. Drawing their guns as they sprang out, its crew sprinted across the vacant lot. The shotgun had showed more foresight than Cuchilo, for he carried a flashlight and its beam illuminated the scene behind the little vehicle. 
 
    ‘What the hell?’ growled the driver, skidding to a halt and staring goggle-eyed at the two bedraggled blondes. 
 
    ‘I—Dep—u—ty Hil—ton—!’ Joan gasped, unable to do more than raise her head and look at the newcomers. 
 
    ‘I know who you are,’ the driver interrupted. ‘Only I never figured I’d see any gal come this close to licking you.’ 
 
    ‘S-Sam—Cuchilo—!’ Joan managed to get out, bracing her pain-wracked body on her left hand while pointing at the fence with the right. ‘In—there—after San—Sandwich.’ 
 
    ‘Go see if he needs help, Pete,’ ordered the driver. ‘I’ll tend to Joan.’ 
 
    Three minutes later Cuchilo arrived, coming on the run after hearing the shotgun’s news about his partner. Despite his haste, he managed to hide his concern under an impassive Indian face. For a moment he studied Joan’s swollen nose as she sat with her back resting against the convertible’s left front wheel. Then his eyes turned to where Laurie lay with her wrists secured and the links of the handcuffs taken underneath her left thigh. Groans came from her as she fought back to consciousness. 
 
    ‘Don’t feel sorry for her, Sam,’ Joan said. ‘She killed the guard at Euro-Tex, not Sandwich.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said,’ Cuchilo replied, looking back at his partner’s disheveled, exhausted condition. ‘That’s one real tough little paleface naivi. How’re you feeling, Joan?’ 
 
    ‘Never better since the last time I was run down by a loaded beer-truck,’ the blonde answered, trying to decide which of her numerous aches and pains throbbed the most. ‘I sure hope that Alice and Brad had an easier time taking the Owlhoot.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Eleven 
 
    ‘How do we play it, boss-lady?’ Brad inquired, studying the figure on the trail motorcycle. 
 
    Slowing their Oldsmobile to a walking pace, Alice thought for a moment before she replied. Seeing Laurie make her ‘unobserved’ turn, the deputies had known that their part in the ‘psychological tailing’ was over. On Brad notifying Joan of the girl’s actions, the blonde deputy had told Unit S.O. 12 to break off their pursuit. That had left Alice and Brad free to take action against the man ahead of them. Whatever they did, it would be concerted, planned teamwork as the big blond’s question indicated. 
 
    If the man had been in a car and circumstances permitted it, Alice would have suggested following him into a road-block established at her request by the local House. There were too many chances of escape for the deputies to risk delaying the apprehension of the figure in the archaic clothing. 
 
    ‘I’ll cut in front of him when he hits the next street light,’ Alice decided. ‘Then we’ll pile out fast and take him.’ 
 
    Which was the line of action Brad would have. suggested, with one small variation that Alice had not mentioned. Normally, especially if they had been dealing with a violator in a car, Alice would have angled the Oldsmobile to the right in front of him. That allowed her to use their vehicle as a shield while leaving it and Brad would have followed her out through the driver’s door. On this occasion, he felt that a change in procedure was justified. 
 
    ‘I’ll go out my side,’ Brad said as he placed the Voice Commander radio on the rear seat. ‘Hell have his hands full with the bike long enough for me to throw down on him.’ 
 
    ‘All right,’ Alice assented. 
 
    Brad took the transmission microphone of the car’s radio from its hook and switched it on. 
 
    ‘Unit S.O. 12 to Cen-Con.’ 
 
    ‘Cen-Con by,’ answered the Central Control dispatcher. ‘Your triplex message heard and understood. We are ordering two R.P.’s and A.D. car to converge on your location.’ 
 
    ‘Bueno!’ Brad praised, not surprised that the situation was so well in hand. Central Control knew what kind of assistance might be required in any emergency. ‘Tell them to come “Code Two”. [xix] The sirens might queer the “psycho-tails’s” chances.’ 
 
    ‘Will do. What are your plans?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll take suspect as soon as he passes through the next lit area, whether the support has arrived or not.’ 
 
    ‘Is that necessary, S.O. 12?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. There’re too many escape routes available for us to delay. Suspect approaching lit area now. Over and out.’ 
 
    ‘Good luck!’ replied the Central Control dispatcher and the radio went silent. 
 
    ‘I wish we’d got a spotlight,’ Alice remarked, never taking her eyes from the man. ‘We could hit him in the face with the beam and take him while he’s still dazzled.’ 
 
    Considering that Alice shot ‘Expert’ on a qualification course that took no account of the entrant’s sex, and that Brad was one of the select few local peace officers who received an additional sixteen dollars a week on their salary by virtue of a ‘Distinguished Expert’ rating, the suggestion might have struck some people as cowardly. Brad did not see it in that light. Arresting a man they knew to be dangerous was not a game to be played by sporting rules, but a deadly serious business. While the deputies were prepared to use their guns if necessary, they wanted to take the man alive. So they would have made use of any means that allowed them to do it with greater safety. 
 
    ‘He must know we’re following him,’ Brad commented as Alice increased the car’s speed. ‘Why doesn’t he try to get away?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he wants us to catch up,’ Alice replied, ‘so he can shoot it out with us.’ 
 
    Brad conceded that her guess was a possibility, especially if Doctor Hertel’s suggestions about the Owlhoot’s motivation should be correct. With that in mind, he slid the big Colt from its shoulder-holster and reached across his left hand to grip the handle of the door. 
 
    Drawing closer to the suspect, Brad felt his pulse quicken. The gunbelt had bullets in its loops. Going by its shape and the position that it rode, the holster was of the Berns-Martin ‘Speed’ pattern. Tall, slim, the man matched the description of the Owlhoot’s physique. In a very short time the deputies might learn if Ivy Monoghan had been exaggerating when she spoke of his speed on the draw. 
 
    The Oldsmobile drew alongside and crept by the man as they entered the area of the road illuminated by a street light. Glancing sideways, Brad saw the other looking his way. No surprise or concern showed on the lean, not too handsome features at finding a deputy car so close to him. Brad wished that they were going faster than the twenty-miles per hour shown by the Oldsmobile’s speedometer. It could not be helped, however, and made Alice’s task easier. 
 
    Alice flicked a sideways glance, hands tightening a little on the steering wheel as she estimated her position in respect to the sidewalk and the man on the trail motorcycle. 
 
    ‘Now!’ 
 
    The word cracked from her lips as she turned the wheel. Swinging to the right, the Oldsmobile headed towards the side of the street ahead of the man. With the speed of urgency, but avoiding panic, Alice knocked the gears into neutral, applied the hand and footbrakes and brought the car to a stop. It halted at an angle, its right front wheel touching the edge of the sidewalk, blocking the man’s path. 
 
    Before the Oldsmobile’s movement ended, Brad had flung open his door. He left the car in a bound. Landing on the sidewalk, he faced the suspect and went into the F.B.I. combat crouch. Legs apart, knees slightly bent and body inclined forward, he held the big Government Model automatic at waist level. Its .45 caliber muzzle, aimed by instinctive alignment, pointed at the center of the approaching man’s chest. 
 
    With the car stopped, Alice quit it from the left side door. Wearing a uniform blouse, slacks and calf-high boots, she carried her Colt in a Safariland Model 55 holster on the official strapless Sam Browne belt. The instant her feet hit the road, she dipped her right hand. Thumbing off the safety-strap, she drew the automatic while running towards the rear of the car. Going to her left knee, she rested her forearms on top of the trunk and gripped the gun’s butt in both hands to aim it at the suspect. So smoothly had she and Brad worked that the man was covered by two heavy-caliber weapons in less than a minute. Under those conditions, resistance on his part would have been suicidal. 
 
    Letting out a startled exclamation as the car cut in front of him, the man twisted his motorcycle’s handlebars to the right and applied the brakes. The front wheel struck the edge of the sidewalk and he flung his feet to the ground in an attempt to retain his balance. Even if he had wanted to make trouble, the deputies’ rapid actions would have prevented him from doing so. 
 
    ‘Law here!’ Brad barked. ‘Get your hands high!’ 
 
    ‘Do it!’ Alice shouted a moment later, looking along the cocking slide of her Commander. 
 
    Staring in amazement from the big blond to the grim-faced girl, the man let his motorcycle slide to the ground. Slowly he raised his hands, bending his elbows until his palms faced the deputies and were level with his ears. Although his mouth opened and closed spasmodically, no sound left it. 
 
    ‘Step away from the bike,’ Brad said and, after the man had obeyed, went on, ‘Now unbuckle your belt and let it drop. Do it with your left hand, real slow.’ 
 
    ‘Wha—What’s with you?’ the man croaked, staring woodenly at the yawning muzzle of the big blond’s lined automatic pistol. 
 
    ‘Do like I told you!’ Brad insisted. 
 
    Numbed by shock and surprise though he might be, the suspect showed himself to be capable of understanding what he heard. Keeping his right hand elevated, he lowered the left to the level of his waist. Slowly he fumbled for, found, unfastened and let the gunbelt slide to the sidewalk at his feet. 
 
    ‘Now go over to the wall there,’ Brad commanded. ‘Ass—Face it, put your hands flat on it and lean well forward with your feet spread wide apart.’ 
 
    If, as the deputies believed, the Owlhoot had no criminal associates or connections, he might not know what was meant by the usual order to ‘assume the posture’. So Brad put it in a way that left no doubt in the other’s mind as to what he wanted. 
 
    Retaining her position behind the car, Alice tensed slightly. If the man was the Owlhoot and possessed the intelligence she suspected, he would know what obedience to Brad’s order meant. Once in that position, he would be at the deputies’ mercy and unable to move swiftly enough to escape. So he must act now, make his play immediately, or take up the position and accept capture. 
 
    Still looking dazed, the man turned and walked slowly towards the wall. He stared back briefly over his shoulder and found no weakening or relaxing of the peace officers’ vigilance. Then he rested his palms against the wall and followed the remainder of Brad’s instructions. Not until he had assumed the posture did the man offer to speak. 
 
    ‘What’s it all about?’ he asked plaintively. 
 
    ‘Try thinking on it.’ Brad answered, returning the automatic to its holster. ‘Maybe you’ll come up with an answer.’ 
 
    Alice rose, but kept her Commander held ready for use. Stepping on to the sidewalk, she halted to the right of the leaning man. With his partner in position, Brad moved in from the suspect’s left. A black car with a flashing red light on its roof came tearing along the street but the deputies ignored it. Swiftly Brad ran his hands over the suspect’s arms, sides and down his legs. 
 
    ‘He’s clean,’ the big blond said, straightening up. 
 
    Skidding to a halt, the car discharged its occupants. One was tall, lean, gray-haired and Anglo-Saxon, the other a big, thickset Chinese. Wearing civilian clothes, they had hooked their G.C.P.D. shields on their left breast pockets. 
 
    ‘Hi, Alice,’ greeted the white man. ‘Got him, huh?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got him,’ Alice agreed, the recognition being mutual. ‘Have you met my partner, Brad Counter? Brad, this is Doug Smith and Charlie Chan, the pride of Gusher City South’s Detective Squad.’ 
 
    ‘Doug,’ Brad began formally. ‘Charlie—huh?’ 
 
    Clearly the Chinese detective had grown accustomed to how people reacted on learning his name. Grinning broadly, he said, ‘My old man used to go to the movies and had a wry sense of humor.’ 
 
    ‘And after getting given a name like that, what else could Charlie become but a detective,’ Smith went on. 
 
    ‘I’m not as good as the one on the movies,’ Chan continued cheerfully. ‘But let us not forget he had the script-writers on his si—Hey! This’s the Owlhoot?’ 
 
    ‘You know him?’ Alice demanded, noticing that the suspect had turned to look back over his shoulder at them. She returned her Commander to its holster. 
 
    ‘Name’s Ernie Kochek,’ Chan replied. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ the young man yelped, shoving himself erect and turning around. ‘Now I get it. You guys think I’m that Owlhoot nut.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re not?’ Brad said coldly. 
 
    ‘The hell I am! Do I look like him?’ 
 
    ‘Well now,’ Brad answered. ‘I can’t say about the face, but the clothes fit the description witnesses have given to us.’ 
 
    ‘Clothes?’ Kochek squawked, staring down at his garments as if becoming aware of them for the first time. ‘Hell ! I always wear these duds when I go to the Fast Draw Club’s shoot-outs on Friday nights.’ 
 
    ‘And use a Berns-Martin “Speed” Holster?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t!’ Kochek protested in a furtive manner. 
 
    ‘What’s this then?’ Brad growled, taking a handkerchief and spreading it over his right palm before picking up the gunbelt. 
 
    ‘It’s—All right, it’s only a copy,’ Kochek answered. 
 
    ‘The Berns-Martin “Speed” holster’s protected by a patent,’ Brad pointed out, looking at the long-barreled, white-handled Colt Peacemaker on the belt. 
 
    ‘There’s a feller in town makes them up special for us,’ Kochek admitted sullenly. ‘But I’m not the Owlhoot.’ 
 
    ‘Who else knows it?’ Brad demanded. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ Kochek asked. 
 
    ‘Over to the Sheriff’s Office, where else?’ Brad answered. ‘Have one of the R.P. crews tend to his bike, will you, fellers?’ 
 
    ‘G.C.S. to D 24,’ said the detective car’s radio before they could reply. 
 
    ‘D 24 by,’ Chan answered after going over and drawing the microphone out of the window. 
 
    ‘Have diverted one R.P. to Lake Drive,’ the Gusher City South dispatcher announced. ‘If other isn’t needed by you, I want to send it there. It’s a shooting.’ 
 
    ‘Not needed by us,’ Chan confirmed. 
 
    ‘Who’s involved in the shooting?’ Alice asked, running to the detective’s side as he answered. 
 
    ‘Deputy team from the “psycho-tail”,’ came the reply, for the dispatcher had heard her, ‘No further information.’ 
 
    ‘Advise when there is, please,’ Alice requested. ‘My call sign is S.O. 12.’ 
 
    ‘Will do,’ promised the dispatcher. ‘Over and out.’ 
 
    Walking back to her partner, Alice let out a low sigh. Joan Hilton and Sam Cuchilo were good friends, but duty came first. So the deputies turned their attention to Kochek once more. The young man stood with his back to the wall, swinging his eyes from one to another of the peace officers. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ Kochek said. ‘You guys’re putting me on, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘What makes you think we would be?’ Brad asked, still holding the gunbelt in his right hand. 
 
    ‘All you badges want to stop folks owning guns and’re looking for ways to do it all the time.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not true, Mr. Kochek,’ Alice put in hurriedly, sensing that her partner was about to oppose the statement in no uncertain manner. ‘Most peace officers respect the Second Amendment of the Constitution and have no wish to deprive honest citizens of their right to keep and bear arms. It’s armed criminals we’re interested in.’ 
 
    ‘All right, all right,’ Kochek replied, looking slightly less indignant at Alice’s polite, friendly words. ‘So if I was this Owlhoot weirdo, would I be loco enough to ride through the streets dressed like this.’ 
 
    ‘Like you said,’ Brad snorted, his antipathy towards the branch of the shooting sports to which Kochek belonged putting a harsh note in his voice, ‘the Owlhoot’s a nut, a weirdo. Who knows what—’ 
 
    ‘It’s this way, Mr. Kochek,’ Alice interrupted, directing a cold glare at her partner. ‘While I’m sure you are innocent and this is nothing more than a coincidence, everything about you tallies with our description of the Owlhoot. Your height, build, clothes, gunbelt and gun, even the trail-bike. You realize that we have to catch him. He’s potentially dangerous until we do. So I’m sure that you, as a responsible citizen, will be willing to help us.’ 
 
    ‘You can count on it,’ Kochek assured her. ‘What do you want me to do?’ 
 
    ‘Tell us where you spent the last three evenings and then come over to the Sheriff’s Office so that we can establish your innocence in a way nobody can argue against. Where did you spend the last three evenings, please?’ 
 
    ‘Start with tonight,’ Brad demanded coldly. 
 
    ‘Stand Mr. Kochek’s bike against the wall,’ Alice told the big blond. ‘I’ll handle this.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the boss,’ Brad grunted bitterly and obeyed. Watching the by-play from one side, Smith and Chan exchanged knowing grins and winks. They recognized a well-performed hard- and soft-sell technique in operation even if Kochek did not. 
 
    A modern peace officer worked in an age when the news-media attached great importance to the ‘rights of the individual’ and were all too eager to make use of any story about official ‘persecution’. So the deputies knew the value of taking precautions even when dealing with a man who might be a dangerous criminal. If it should come out that, despite the many similarities, Kochek was not the Owlhoot, Alice wanted to avoid a complaint being lodged against them to the County Commissioners. Sure they had acted in good faith and with the best interests of the law-abiding members of the community at heart, but a complaint must still be answered before the Commissioners’ Disciplinary Board. So the deputies had applied the same technique that had won over Ivy Monoghan, but with Alice playing the sympathetic role. No matter how the incident turned out, it would be simplified if they received Kochek’s willing cooperation. 
 
    ‘Can you tell us where you spent the last three evenings, Mr. Kochek?’ Alice asked in her most friendly, winning manner. 
 
    ‘Easy enough,’ the young man answered, looking relieved. ‘I was at the Fast Draw Club’s weekly shoot-out at the Wills Street Armory from seven tonight. Last night and Wednesday I was working in the Stewpot Diner up to midnight. I do it part-time to get the money for cartridges.’ 
 
    Glancing at the detectives, Alice saw that Smith was writing in a notebook. Catching his eye, Alice received a wink and a nod of agreement to her unspoken request that the local men checked out the alibi. Brad joined her, the gunbelt hanging across his right shoulder. 
 
    ‘What now?’ the blond asked. 
 
    ‘Mr. Kochek has agreed to come with us to the Office,’ Alice replied. ‘Sergeant Chan will look after your bike until a police truck can collect it and take it to the station house. Naturally, well have transport to take you to collect it when we’re through.’ 
 
    Clearly the hard- and soft-sell had worked. Kochek seemed to take on stature and beamed with delight at the prospect of being taken further into the peace officers’ confidence. 
 
    ‘What do you reckon, Brad?’ Chan inquired, watching Kochek climb into the rear of the Oldsmobile. ‘Is he the Owlhoot?’ 
 
    ‘What do you reckon?’ the big blond countered. 
 
    ‘If he is, he’s a mighty cool one,’ the Chinese detective said soberly. ‘They do say that the Owlhoot’s a nut doing it for kicks. Watch him mighty careful on the drive to the Office.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do that,’ Brad promised, wondering if they had caught the Owlhoot and whether he planned to attempt a spectacular escape in transit. Such a stupid act might be in keeping with the character of the man, if Doctor Hertel had guessed correctly about it. ‘I’ll watch him all the time, Charlie.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Twelve 
 
    Even without Brad or Chan mentioning it to her, Alice was aware that Kochek must be kept under constant observation during the journey to the Sheriff’s Office. There were questions that could be asked before they arrived and, whether he was the Owlhoot or not, he would answer more readily if they came from her. So she went in by the front passenger-door and motioned for Brad to take the driver’s seat. Accepting Kochek’s gunbelt from her partner, she draped it across her knees. Then she rested her left arm on the back of the seat and turned to face the rear. While Alice held Kochek’s attention, Brad circled the car, locking the rear doors, climbed in and started it moving. 
 
    ‘That was real neat, the way you took me,’ Kochek complimented, relaxing on the back seat as if he did not have a care in the world. 
 
    That could have been a pose, adopted to lull the deputies into a sense of false security before he made his escape bid. Whatever the reason, Alice intended to go along with the hard- and soft-sell until something happened. 
 
    ‘It’s all part of our training,’ she smiled. 
 
    ‘I know why you came out holding your guns,’ Kochek announced. ‘They teach you to do it that way because it’s easier than learning a real fast draw.’ 
 
    Feeling her partner’s body stiffen, Alice jabbed her concealed right fist into his ribs as a reminder to keep quiet. Despite the gravity of the situation, or the possible danger, she saw its humorous side. Throwing a quick look at the big blond, she could hardly hold down a smile at the expression on his face. Then she gave her attention to Kochek once more. 
 
    ‘Why that’s the truth,’ she replied. 
 
    ‘Shucks, a fast draw’s not so hard to learn,’ Kochek said. ‘All you need is practice and good coordination.’ 
 
    ‘I bet you’re real fast,’ Alice remarked admiringly, feeling Brad writhing on the seat at her side. 
 
    ‘I can get off a shot in twenty-one hundredths of a second,’ Kochek told her in a mock-depreciatory tone. 
 
    ‘Mercy!’ Alice gasped, looking suitably impressed. ‘As fast as that. Why I just bet you’re the champion of the Fast Draw Club.’ 
 
    ‘I sure am. ‘Fact I’ve only been beaten once.’ 
 
    Again Alice’s fingers stabbed into Brad’s ribs and she cooed, ‘Why who could have done that?’ 
 
    Obviously Kochek felt that he would lose nothing by answering, especially as he had a perfectly valid reason for his sole defeat. 
 
    ‘It was a feller came along six months back. He was only in the one time. It was him that put me on to how good the ‘‘Speed” holster is. Until I got it, I couldn’t go better than twenty-six hundredths. I’d sure like to meet him again. Might get a chance next year.’ 
 
    Awesome rumblings came from Alice’s side, but she ignored them. ‘Why wait so long, Mr. Kochek?’ 
 
    ‘He was in town on vacation, he told me. Come to see some of his kin-folk.’ 
 
    ‘Where in town?’ 
 
    ‘I dunno. Out Evans Hill way I think he said. He’d got a Berns-Martin rig, let us look it over and a few of us had copies made up.’ 
 
    ‘Whoever made them’s contravening the Patent laws,’ Brad growled, unable to keep silent any longer. 
 
    ‘That’s not in our jurisdiction,’ Alice informed him, then reverted to her most charming manner and continued to Kochek, ‘How many of you have had these kind of rigs made up?’ 
 
    ‘Four or five ‘ 
 
    ‘Cen Con to S.O. 12!’ interrupted the radio. 
 
    Alice and Brad tensed slightly. If she turned to answer the call, Kochek might pick that moment to jump them. However they were not in an area of heavy traffic so there was a simple solution to their problem. 
 
    ‘S.O. 12 by,’ Brad replied, steering with one hand and holding the microphone in the other. 
 
    ‘G.C.S. have asked us to inform you that Sandwich was shot, seriously wounded and Zingel arrested. Joan Hilton’s a mite roughed up, but she and her partner are all right.’ 
 
    ‘Thank god for that!’ Alice breathed. 
 
    ‘What is your location, S.O. 12?’ Central Control asked, before either deputy could start wondering who had roughed Joan up. 
 
    ‘Coming in with suspect,’ Brad answered. ‘Have Latent Prints specialist meet us at the Sheriff’s Office with his gear and the partial print found on Hoopler’s wallet. Code One?’ 
 
    Instead of jabbing her partner with the hidden hand, Alice dropped it to the butt of her Commander and freed the safety strap. However Kochek betrayed no concern at hearing that the peace officers possessed a fingerprint left by the Owlhoot on one of his robberies. Central Control confirmed that they had understood Brad’s request and he returned the microphone to its hook without the man in the back seat making a hostile movement. So Alice decided to go for broke. 
 
    ‘We’ve a fingerprint left by the Owlhoot on the wallet of his first victim, Mr. Kochek,’ she remarked in a cheerful, conversational tone. 
 
    ‘Just one?’ Kochek did not seem too impressed, but that could be caused by ignorance if the deputies guessed correctly about his lack of criminal connections. 
 
    Guessing what his partner intended to do next, from the fact that she kept her hand on the Commander’s butt, Brad removed his right fist from the steering wheel again and unbuttoned his jacket in a casual-appearing movement. 
 
    ‘The one’s enough,’ Alice explained. ‘Our Latent Prints specialists will take your fingerprints and by comparing them with the “partial”, as we call a single print found at the scene of a crime, establish your innocence. Of course your prints will be destroyed, in your presence, when we get through.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll be a relief,’ Kochek grunted, directing a scowl at Brad’s back. ‘Making sure everybody knows I’m not the Owlhoot, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘We hope that you can help us some more,’ Alice remarked. 
 
    ‘Any way I can, lady.’ 
 
    ‘We want the names of all your buddies who use those “Speed” rigs,’ Brad put in. ‘And to be told who makes them.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t rat on my friends!’ Kochek snorted indignantly. 
 
    ‘It’s not a question of ratting on anybody,’ Alice pointed out mildly. ‘He may have made one for the Owlhoot, without knowing it of course. And we want to clear your friends of suspicion. The anti-gun bigots can find enough ways to make trouble for you shooters without giving them openings.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, they can!’ Kochek spat out, eyeing Brad as if the big blond was the king of all the anti-gun bigots. ‘I’ll help you all I can, Miss—’ 
 
    ‘Fayde,’ Alice supplied and left it at that. 
 
    ‘Say. Why don’t you come down to the Club one Friday? I can maybe give you a few pointers on how to make a fast draw.’ 
 
    While she might be giving the Owlhoot a chance, Alice removed her hand from the Commander to deliver another stab into her partner’s side. Then, looking as if butter would not melt in her mouth, she answered the suspect. 
 
    ‘Why that’s a real great idea. I’ll fix it with you the first chance I get.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you one thing,’ Kochek went on. ‘None of the fellers who own “Speed” rigs’s the Owlhoot.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ Alice asked. 
 
    ‘If he’s my build, dresses like I do and totes a Cavalry Model Peacemaker, that lets them out. None of them look anything like me, or dress this way and they go for guns with shorter barrels than my old plow-handle.’ 
 
    ‘Huh huh. How about the other one, the kid who beat you to the draw?’ 
 
    ‘Him? But he’s not in town.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he came back,’ Alice suggested. ‘What kind of gun did he use?’ 
 
    ‘A Cavalry Model Peacemaker—hey! I see what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘What did he look like?’ Alice asked patiently. 
 
    ‘About my height, not so well-built. Plain-looking. Not ugly, just, well—’ 
 
    ‘Plain,’ Brad suggested. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ agreed Kochek. ‘Like plain.’ 
 
    ‘How did he dress?’ Alice wanted to know. 
 
    ‘I can’t remember.’ 
 
    ‘Try—please.’ 
 
    ‘Lemme see. Yeah, I’ve got it. Buckskin shirt, jeans and a Stetson.’ 
 
    ‘What color was his hair?’ 
 
    ‘Brownish, you know, hair color brown,’ Kochek answered after a brief pause to think. ‘That’s what it was. Not too long. He’d a Viva Zapata moustache. When he came into the Armory, I had him pegged as a soft-shell [xx] looking for ways to knock us. But not when I saw him handle a gun. He was a snake.’ 
 
    ‘That good, huh?’ Alice said. 
 
    ‘Real good,’ Kochek confirmed. ‘He licked me to the draw. And did he know plenty about the old West. All the stories, the way they talked, the whole bit.’ 
 
    ‘What was his name?’ Alice inquired. 
 
    ‘Teddy—No. Terry Telfer, he told me,’ Kochek answered. ‘We talked about trading addresses, but didn’t do it that night and he never came back.’ 
 
    On arrival at the D.P.S. Building, Alice kept Kochek talking long enough to let Brad leave and unlock the rear doors. She had spent the remainder of the ride trying to learn more about the mysterious stranger whose one appearance had aroused the members of the Fast Draw Club’s interest in the Berns-Martin ‘Speed’ type of holster. She learned little of use. Kochek left the car without knowing that, even if he had wished to, he could not have opened the doors during the journey. 
 
    Taking the young man up to the third floor, Alice and Brad escorted him into the deputies’ squad-room. McCall and a detective belonging to the Latent Prints Detail stood by the door to the Watch Commander’s office and the latter’s kit was on Alice and Brad’s desk. Leaving Alice to take Kochek to the desk, Brad joined the First Deputy and detective. 
 
    ‘How about it, Brad?’ McCall asked, looking at the gunbelt in the big deputy’s left hand. 
 
    ‘He’s right,’ Brad replied, examining the belt, holster and revolver closely for the first time. ‘It’s only a copy, not a genuine Berns-Martin.’ 
 
    ‘Well we don’t know whether the Owlhoot uses the real thing,’ McCall reminded him. 
 
    ‘Nope,’ Brad agreed and removed the revolver to look into the front of its cylinder. ‘Just like I thought. Wax bullets. I’ll bet these,’ he tapped the belt’s loops, ‘are only dummies. He’s a blank-popper, nothing more.’ 
 
    In the game of ‘fast draw’, only speed counted. Its exponents tried to produce and fire a hand-gun—a single-action revolver in the style of the Peacemaker, regardless of caliber, was de rigueur—as fast as possible regardless of where the barrel pointed at the moment of the shot. They used either blank cartridges or bullets with wax heads. 
 
    To competitors in the serious sport of combat shooting, speed was necessary but accuracy, at various distances and under as near actual gunfighting conditions as could be simulated, rated as equally important. ‘Fast draw’ was a harmless pastime; ‘Combat shooting’ a serious affair that had developed techniques, equipment and skills from which peace officers in many countries had profited. So combat masters like Brad had little but contempt for the ‘fast-draw’ experts, with their passion for pure speed, fancy-dress clothing and obsessions over one hundredths of a second difference between one draw and another. Brad knew that such minute fragments of time would be meaningless in a gunfight and he could not believe that any corpse-and-cartridge affair had ever been won by a sudden noise. 
 
    So, after being compelled to listen in silence to Kochek during the drive, the big blond’s normally even temper was close to boiling point. At that moment, however, McCall was less interested in Brad’s views of the game of ‘fast draw’ than in his comments on the man they had brought in. 
 
    ‘Is he the Owlhoot?’ the Deputy demanded. 
 
    ‘If he is, he’s the coolest son-of-a-bitch I’ve ever come across,’ Brad replied. ‘And if his alibi checks out and that “partial" doesn’t match him, I’d be inclined to say “no”.’ 
 
    ‘Under those conditions,’ McCall commented dryly, looking to where the Latent Prints specialist worked with Kochek at Alice’s desk, ‘I’d say you’d be wise. I hope you handled him easily.’ 
 
    ‘He came of his own free will. Alice saw to that.’ 
 
    ‘Aye. The lass has her uses.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no similarity, Alice,’ the specialist stated, after making the comparison of the fingerprints. 
 
    At that moment Alice’s telephone rang. She picked up the receiver, listened, thanked the caller and hung up. Asking the specialist to let Kochek see his fingerprint card destroyed, she joined her partner and McCall. 
 
    ‘That was Doug Smith from Gusher City South,’ she told them. ‘He’s been to the diner. Kochek was there last night, Wednesday and Tuesday, right up to midnight and never away for longer than it took him to visit the men’s room. Which, taken with the prints not matching, means that we haven’t got the Owlhoot.’ 
 
    ‘I thought we’d been a mite too lucky,’ McCall commented. ‘We haven’t heard of him making any hits tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe the rolling stake-outs scared him off,’ Brad said, sounding unconvinced. ‘How about Kochek, Alice?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get the addresses of his buddies so that we can check them out, and the feller’s who’s making the gunbelts for them,’ the girl replied. ‘It’s not much of a lead, but it’s all we have to go on. Then I’d like a car to run him over to Gusher City South. His trail-bike’s at the House there, so it’s all we can do.’ 
 
    ‘Aye,’ McCall agreed. 
 
    ‘It is.’ 
 
    The main doors opened and Sheriff Jack Tragg entered. One look at his face told the three deputies that he was not making a purely social or routine visit. A flicker of relief passed across Jack’s tanned features as he saw Alice and Brad standing with McCall. 
 
    ‘Stay around for a spell, Ben,’ Jack requested, looking at the Latent Prints specialist. ‘Alice, Brad, you’re free now, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘The “psycho-tail’s” wrapped up, so we should be,’ Alice replied and McCall nodded his confirmation. ‘Is it the Owlhoot?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, Alice,’ Jack agreed. ‘Leon Fortuna was prowling the Hoseville road area and saw a car with all its lights on standing up a side-trail—’ 
 
    ‘The tricky bastard’s changed his location again!’ Brad spat out, knowing that Deputy Fortuna worked out of the Hoseville Sub-Office to the north-east of Gusher City. 
 
    ‘He’s changed more than that,’ the sheriff growled. ‘Pistol whipped the man even worse than he hit Hoopler—made the girl let the air out of all four tires after he’d forced her to strip off every last stitch of her clothes.’ 
 
    ‘He raped her?’ Alice hissed. 
 
    ‘Leon’s not sure. State she’s in, he’s not tried to get much out of her. What she’s said so far, it sounds like the hit was around nine-thirty. After he’d downed her boyfriend, the Owlhoot told her to undress. When she gets that far, she starts to get hysterical. Which’s why I want you to go, Alice.’ 
 
    ‘Huh huh,’ Alice grunted. ‘We’re on our way. Can you come with us, Ben?’ 
 
    Listening with open-mouthed interest, Kochek had watched a change come over Alice. No longer was she the warm, attractive young woman who had been so pleasant and charming while dealing with him. Instead she looked as cold, hard and grimly-purposeful as any of the hard-faced male peace officers. Kochek noticed that when she had said ‘can you’ to the specialist, it had still been an order she gave. The detective showed no objection, either to the request or the fact that a woman had made it. 
 
    ‘I’ll be pleased to,’ the fingerprints expert answered grimly. 
 
    ‘Take a photographer,’ Jack ordered. ‘An ambulance has been dispatched.’ 
 
    ‘While you’re calling the cameraman, I’ll go fill the Olds’ tank with gas, Alice,’ Brad suggested. ‘I aimed to do it before I logged off.’ 
 
    ‘See to it now,’ Alice replied. Making an attempt to return to her soft-sell attitude, she smiled at Kochek. ‘Thanks for your help. While you’re waiting for the car, would you give First Deputy McCall here the names and addresses of your friends, including the leather-worker.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, Miss Fayde,’ the young man promised. 
 
    ‘Anything else I can do, Alice?’ McCall wanted to know. ‘Have R. & I. run a make on Terry, or Teddy Telfer. White, male, American, age approximately twenty-three. Height around six foot, build slender, hair mousey brown,’ Alice rattled off briskly. ‘Speaks with a Texas drawl, claims to be from out of town. If they don’t make him, I’d like a priority make from I.C.R.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tend to it,’ McCall stated. ‘Anything else on him?’ 
 
    ‘Only that he favors a long-barreled Colt Peacemaker and a Berns-Martin “Speed” rig,’ Alice replied and took up the telephone to make arrangements for a photographer to join them in the official vehicles’ parking lot. 
 
    Accompanied by the two specialists, Alice and Brad took to their car and drove north-east through the streets of the city. None of them spoke much and the big blond soon had them speeding along the road to Hoseville. Suddenly, much to their surprise, Jack Tragg’s voice throbbed from the radio. 
 
    ‘Sheriff Tragg to Unit S.O. 12!’ 
 
    ‘S.O. 12 by!’ Alice answered and with cold, sickening clairvoyance guessed what had brought the sheriff to Central Control so that he could address them in person. 
 
    ‘Forget that hit, Leon will handle it,’ Jack Tragg ordered. ‘Go to the Stenton turn-off. About half a mile along it you’ll find two cars—’ 
 
    ‘The Owlhoot’s done it, has he?’ Alice asked bitterly, knowing only one thing would cause the sheriff to divert them at that moment. 
 
    ‘He’s done it!’ Jack agreed, sounding savage and furious. ‘Shot a man and a girl. Alice, Brad, I want him found and nailed—pronto!’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Thirteen 
 
    Approaching the car of his next victims, the Owlhoot felt vaguely discontented. More so as he thought back to his first robbery—had it only been on the previous Tuesday night? That had been a hell of a sensation. Never had he known such a thrill of excitement and tension as when he moved in on the unsuspecting couple in the Cadillac. It came, he knew, from matching his wits, ability and strength against other people in a dangerous game; something he had never been allowed to do before that night, not even at second-hand. 
 
    Not that he had been forbidden to do so, his parents were too ‘progressive’ to do anything so crude. Instead they had encouraged him to avoid competition of any kind, with its attendant risks of being beaten. His father was a member of the Socialist-Labor Organization and blamed his failure to rise, or gain promotion in the scholastic world on nepotism and political suppression. His mother, with similar beliefs, had helped to foster the idea that those reasons rather than a lack of ability prevented his father from rising higher on the social scale. Because most of the people they considered held him back enjoyed field sports, hunting, shooting, fishing, the Owlhoot’s father and mother had come to oppose those sports and from that to abhor all kinds of violence—unless, of course, it was left-wing inspired when it could be classed as necessary and acceptable. 
 
    Their objection to violence had been extended to the Owlhoot. In their desire to shield him from its evils, they had kept comic books and ‘escapist’ literature from him, while his film-going had been restricted to movies with ‘social-conscience’ or a ‘message’. 
 
    Although the Owlhoot had always believed that he could do well in various sports, his upbringing had instilled a fear of failure into him and kept him from competing. This had led to a lonely childhood, for the children his parents had considered socially acceptable had bored him. He had taken to roaming the country-side around the city and he had come to know it very well. For all his parents’ attempts to shield him from violence, he had been involved in many fights during those early days. Quick-tempered, swift to take offence, humorless, he rarely came off best in the youthful conflicts. His parents had hotly refuted any suggestion that he was the aggressor. How could a child who had never been sullied or mentally defiled by violent movies or literature be the one who started fights? Yet he knew that it had always been himself who had begun to throw punches when teased by his classmates. 
 
    The Owlhoot had seen his first Western movie at the age of eighteen. Of course, he had always been aware of them. Never more so than after sitting through a double feature of ‘messages’ or ‘social conscience’, then hearing the other kids excitedly discussing what his parents had described as ‘escapist trash’ movies seen at some other theater. Always at the back of his mind had been a desire to discover what his schoolmates found so enjoyable and entertaining. Yet, equally, he had not wanted to go against his parents’ wishes by satisfying his curiosity. 
 
    The chance had come almost by accident, shortly after his arrival in New York to complete his education. Gusher City’s Cardell University and other Texas colleges had been regarded by his parents as ‘right wing’ and unsuitable for him. He had accompanied a small group of ‘intellectuals’ who had planned to stage a demonstration against American participation in Vietnam’s affairs—no properly-constituted intellectual would protest against the Vietcong’s or Communist China’s participation—during the showing of the John Wayne movie The Green Berets. 
 
    Despite the intellectuals’ honest, unbiased intentions, the demonstration had rapidly ended due to the presence of a number of large, tough neo-Fascists [xxi] in the audience. The opposition had stated in no uncertain terms that they would not have their enjoyment of the movie spoiled by a bunch of lousy college kids. While his companions had rapidly faded away, the Owlhoot had become separated from them. Not wishing to draw attention to himself, he had remained seated through the entire Wayne double-feature bill. 
 
    It had been while watching the magnificent Western movie Hondo that the Owlhoot had come to realize why so many people enjoyed the genre. He felt his own worries ebbing away in the excitement and interest of the action on the screen, instead of having them increased as had happened with the kind of movies he usually attended. 
 
    From that night, whenever the cares of life wearied him, the Owlhoot had attended a Western or some other form of action movie. He had also started to read and enjoy the relaxation of adventure stories, particularly those with the action based in the West. Wanting to know more of that period, he had read reference and history books. Ramon F. Adams’ excellent dictionary of old-West terms, Western Words, had become much-thumbed from frequent reading. Tiring of the unending bickering and grandiloquent discussion among the intellectuals, he had located and joined a club of Western devotees. It had been there that he had first tried a fast draw. To his delight and amazement, he found that he had a knack for doing it well. Like the other members of the club, he wore old-West style clothes at the meetings. One of them had sold him the pearl-handled Colt Cavalry Peacemaker and the Berns-Martin ‘Speed’ gunbelt. He had soothed his nagging twinges of conscience by telling himself that drawing and firing a revolver loaded with blank cartridges at an electronic timing device had nothing to do with the violent use of firearms. 
 
    Not that he had stuck to blanks. Instead he had used wax-bulleted cartridges and, roaming the woods while on vacation in Gusher City, live rounds. Again he had been pleasantly surprised by the ease with which he could hit a target using instinctive alignment. The Colt Peacemaker had the most natural pointing handle-shape ever fitted to any hand-gun, which helped him achieve his hits. Naturally his parents had known nothing of his activities. He had never mentioned the Westerners club when writing home and kept his clothes, gunbelt, revolver and ammunition locked in his trunk during his vacations. 
 
    Six months back, towards the end of a boring vacation, his parents had gone to a meeting and left him at a loose end. He had heard of the Fast Draw Club and decided to pay it a visit. Dressed in the outfit he wore in New York, he had attended the shoot-out and become the center of attention when he had defeated their current champion to the draw. Being the recipient of admiration had been a pleasant sensation, one of the few such he had experienced during the vacation. Caution had demanded that the members did not learn his identity and he had handled the situation satisfactorily. Of course, they had been more interested in his gun-rig than in learning where he lived. 
 
    After graduation, the Owlhoot had returned to Gusher City and accepted a teaching post at a junior school in Jepson Division. Like many other young intellectuals, he had his treasured illusions of superiority shattered on coming into contact with real life. He had found that he commanded little respect from his pupils. Instead of trying to gain their confidence, he had grown daily more morose and bitter, remembering the only people who had ever been impressed by him. Unfortunately for him, his parents had always been vocal in public with their demands for firearms’ controls and restrictions. So he doubted if he would be welcomed by the members of the Fast Draw Club when they learned his identity. 
 
    Wanting relaxation and an escape, he had told his parents that he planned to write a book on the evils of movie and literary violence. To do so, he would have to attend theaters showing such movies and read that kind of book. During the month he had been carrying out his deception, he had found himself growing more intrigued by the bad guys, the villains. At last he had an idea. He would commit a crime, gaining first-hand knowledge of how an outlaw felt during a robbery. 
 
    Having decided to make his experiment, he had given considerable thought to how he might carry it out with the least risk of capture. Much as he hated to admit it, the local law enforcement departments were efficiently run. So, if he wished to avoid detection, he must take precautions. He knew of places where he could hide the pickup truck in which he carried his trail motorcycle out of the city. Both vehicles had been bought ostensibly for use on bird-watching trips, but really as a means of reaching out-of-the-way areas in which he could practice his shooting without being observed. 
 
    There had been other matters to be taken into consideration, but he felt sure that he had dealt with them. The local peace officers would spare no effort to capture a man who used, or even only exposed, a gun to enforce his will while committing a crime. One of the places they were sure to think of, when the normal underworld sources yielded no results, would be the Fast Draw Club. If the Owlhoot duplicated the dress of—what was his name, Kochek or something like that—the investigating officers would waste time trying to prove that he had pulled the robberies. Not that Kochek would be in any danger, for he could easily establish an alibi. With that in mind, the Owlhoot had visited El Paso and bought the items he needed for his disguise. 
 
    Scowling slightly, the Owlhoot remembered his first robbery. While he had made a mistake, his quick reactions had saved him. Nor would he ever forget the raw fear on the blonde’s face after he had pistol-whipped the man and turned on her. Nobody had looked at him in such a way before—or since. The other victims had been surprised, or angry at being robbed, but not particularly afraid. That had showed when they were interviewed by the news-media, especially those who had appeared on the television newscasts. The blonde had not appeared, nor her boyfriend. In fact it seemed that aspect of his career had been overlooked, ignored, and the rest of it was treated as a joke. 
 
    While he had found his second method of committing the robberies to be safer, it lacked the surging excitement felt on the first occasion. So, he had reverted to the more risky method of making the victims leave their vehicles. Yet something had still been missing. By changing the area of his operations each night, he had so far eluded the law. Nor did they seem to be doing much to try to hunt him down. Apparently the peace officers, like the news-media and, in retrospect if their comments when interviewed proved anything, his victims, regarded him as a harmless crank not to be taken seriously. 
 
    One thing he promised himself as he approached the car. His future victims would not laugh at him if they should be interviewed. 
 
    Reaching for the car’s right door, the Owlhoot glared furiously at the man and girl necking inside. After three nights of his depredations, the people of the County ought to be terrified of using the turn-offs as lovers’ lanes. By morning, they would not be so casual or dismiss him so lightly. Twisting the door’s handle, he jerked it open. 
 
    ‘Come out, reaching for the moon!’ the Owlhoot commanded. 
 
    Separating from their embrace, the couple turned their heads towards the intruder. For a moment both seemed shocked, then an expression of relief almost came to the girl’s face. Ivy Monoghan’s relief had stemmed from discovering the intruder was not a spy for her husband, the girl’s from finding herself faced by the Owlhoot. The man behind the steering wheel tensed slightly in his seat. 
 
    ‘Get lost, you crazy ding-a-ling!’ he spat at the masked figure. 
 
    A savage hiss broke from the Owlhoot’s lips at the casual dismissal. Catching her companion by the arm, the girl held him back as he tried to rise. 
 
    ‘Barry!’ she croaked. ‘Don’t take any chances.’ 
 
    ‘She’s got the sense of a seam-squirrel [xxii] even if you ain’t,’ the Owlhoot growled, his voice throbbing with anger. As always when carrying out a hold-up, he dropped into the vernacular of the old West. ‘Now come out pronto, or I’ll put windows in your skull.’ 
 
    ‘Do it, Barry,’ the girl whispered. ‘Humor him!’ 
 
    With that she left the car, eyes on the Owlhoot and paying no attention to the long-barreled revolver in his hand. There was a hint of mockery in her eyes, an air of condescending pity that made the masked figure writhe in growing fury. He could imagine how she was looking forward to describing her adventure to the other girls at work the following day. If the Owlhoot had anything to do with it, she was going to have quite a story—but she would not enjoy telling it. 
 
    While waiting for her boyfriend to leave the car, the Owlhoot ran his eyes over the girl. Elegantly coiffured, very pretty, with an eye-catching figure that a mini-dress did nothing to hide, she possessed a poise and style that he had come to hate. Such girls had always intrigued the Owlhoot. Mostly they held jobs as secretaries, or receptionists, in large business organizations and they always treated him with disdain. Even as his alter ego, complete with a Colt Cavalry Peacemaker and appearance of an old-West outlaw, he inspired only derision on her part. 
 
    Coming out of the car, the man was what the Owlhoot expected to see. Tall, well-dressed, handsome and muscular, he might have posed for a picture of a typical up-and-coming junior executive. Everything about him roused the Owlhoot’s hatred and goaded the masked man to carry out the plan thought of as a way of adding excitement to the robbery. 
 
    From all appearances, the Owlhoot’s attention was diverted by the girl. So much so that Barry did not hesitate. The moment he had straightened up, he lunged towards the masked man. That was what the Owlhoot had wanted to happen. 
 
    Bringing his Colt around and up in a backhand swing, he lashed its barrel across the side of Barry’s face. Spinning around, Barry crashed backwards into the car. Gliding forward, the Owlhoot drove up his right leg. The toe of his foot caught Barry savagely between the legs. Dazed by the blow from the revolver, Barry cried harshly in agony and began to fold over. Again the Owlhoot swung the Colt. Its barrel struck the top of Barry’s skull with sickening force and he collapsed as if he had been boned. Again the Owlhoot kicked, his boot striking the limp shape in the ribs. 
 
    Everything had happened so quickly that the girl could do no more than gasp in horror before the Owlhoot swung in her direction. He repeated the means he had used to silence Ivy Monoghan. Out snaked the Colt’s long barrel, stabbing her hard in the pit of the stomach. Clutching her middle and gagging, she stumbled and almost fell before bumping into and clinging hold of the side of the car. At last she regained her breath and stared at the Owlhoot. Walking over to the car, he reached in and lit the interior lights. 
 
    ‘Wha—What are you looking at me like that for?’ the girl gasped, a hank of her brunette hair trailing over her face. 
 
    ‘Peel off,’ the Owlhoot ordered. 
 
    ‘Wha—What?’ 
 
    ‘Take all your clothes off. Pronto!’ 
 
    ‘I—No—N—!’ 
 
    ‘Have it your way,’ drawled the Owlhoot, slanting the Colt’s barrel towards the unconscious man’s head. ‘Him first, then you.’ 
 
    Letting out a shuddering gasp, the girl tried to move away from the car. Swinging his revolver, the Owlhoot felt its barrel tap against the brunette’s nose. Her reaction showed him the way to achieve his ends. While she might not care about her boyfriend being shot, the thought of her face being scarred clearly frightened her. Up flew her hands, clasping at the face and feeling to see if it had been damaged. Again he jabbed the gun into her stomach, causing her to remove her hands. 
 
    ‘You won’t look pretty when I’m through if you haven’t started peeling by the time I’ve counted to three. One—’ 
 
    Horror twisted at the girl’s face, mingled with a raw fear even greater than had been shown by his first female victim. Slowly she reached behind her, raking in drags of air and gasping them out. With fumbling hands, she unzipped her dress and peeled it off. She stood in the light thrown by the car’s lights, clad only in a bra and tights. Running his eyes over her richly-endowed figure, the Owlhoot made a savage gesture. Sobbing incoherent words, she removed her bra to leave her bust hanging unsupported. The Owlhoot ran his tongue tip over his lips as he eyed the two mounds of flesh, their nipples brown and jutting out. 
 
    ‘And the rest,’ he commanded and, when she hesitated with hands covering her breasts, kicked Barry at the side of the head. ‘Lover-boy here wouldn’t want you not to keep me all pleasured and happy.’ 
 
    Staring at the glowing eyes above the bandana mask, the girl shuddered. She wanted to scream, but could imagine what would happen if she did. There was nobody to hear her and the masked man would batter her face brutally the moment she made a sound. Kicking off her shoes, she looked pleadingly at him but found no sign of him weakening. So she began to draw down her tights. With them off, she held them before her until he snarled for her to throw them down. Obeying, she backed against the car. One hand covered her pubic regions, the other ineffectually tried to retain some semblance of modesty by concealing part of her thirty-eight-inch bust. 
 
    ‘Put your hands on your hips,’ the Owlhoot told her. 
 
    Somewhere or other he had read that a civilized human being was never so vulnerable and unprotected mentally than when naked. From the expression on the brunette’s face as she obeyed, it was true. If he had visited her place of employment, he would have found her cool, distant, superciliously polite. She did not look that way as she stood before him. Tears of fright and pain had washed away her eye-shadow, while perspiration left her make-up in ruins. Reaching out with his left hand, he jiggled her right breast on it and felt her convulsive attempt to draw away. Coldly, cruelly, he tightened his fingers on the globe of flesh until she whimpered in agony. Seeing her mouth open to scream, he released the breast and lashed the palm of his hand across her cheek. Reeling, she stumbled to her hands and knees. A gobble of fear babbled from her lips as his hand dug into her hair and tilted her face upwards. The Colt raised, poised ready to strike. 
 
    It did not fall. Instead the Owlhoot gave the head a shake and released its hair. Pointing to the right front wheel, he told the brunette to let all the air from its tire. Still making a low whimpering, sobbing sound, she crawled forward to obey. Watching her assailant, she saw him remove and empty her companion’s wallet. Then he took her handbag from the car and added its meager contents to his other loot. 
 
    ‘Now the others,’ he ordered when the first tire had sunk to its rims. 
 
    Fighting to hold down a growing wave of hysteria, the girl went from tire to tire. All the time she was conscious of the masked man’s eyes on her and occasionally he would come close to fondle her buttocks or bust. How she held herself in check she would never know, but she could imagine what the result of a hysterical outburst or resistance would be. At last she had deflated all four tires and was told to stand up. 
 
    ‘No—No—!’ she moaned. 
 
    On the point of moving closer, the Owlhoot’s attention was caught by a flicker of light down among the trees. It came and went in a flash, but he realized that it had been a car passing along the road to Hoseville. If the driver had seen him, or somebody happened to notice the glow of lights, they might come to investigate. Which meant that the Owlhoot could not chance carrying his abuses to the full extent. It was a pity though, for he would never have a better chance with a girl of her kind. Unfortunately, no man could move swiftly with his pants trailing around his knees. Grinning a little at his wit, he prepared to give her a further dose of terror before he left. 
 
    Again his left hand reached towards her bust. Cowering away, oblivious of everything but his crooked fingers, the brunette fought against the scream that she knew must come as soon as he touched her. Then, with the fingers almost brushing against her flesh, everything went black and she collapsed in a faint at the Owlhoot’s feet. For a moment he stood looking at her, then he grinned and holstered his Colt. Bending down, he rolled the girl on her back. After stretching her arms out from her sides, he drew her legs apart and stepped aside to admire his handiwork. 
 
    ‘Let’s see you laugh when you tell about this,’ the Owlhoot gritted, gathering up all her clothes and then strolling nonchalantly off through the trees. 
 
      
 
    When she recovered, the girl was too terrified and hysterical to do anything sensible or constructive. Sitting up, she became aware of how she had been spread-eagled on the ground and drew the conclusion that the Owlhoot had hoped she might. 
 
    Being left stark naked added to her emotional turmoil, rendering her incapable of thinking rationally. She crawled into the car, crouching on the seat and sobbing without giving a thought to her unconscious companion. With every passing second she expected the masked figure to return. What he had done while she lay in the faint, she could only guess. If he came back, it would be to continue his activities or to make sure that she was unable to give evidence against him. 
 
    Almost two hours went by before she could think more sensibly. In her emotional state, she knew that she could not hope to get her still unconscious companion aboard and drive the car. Desperation caused her to switch on all the vehicle’s lights in the hope of attracting somebody’s attention. 
 
    Returning to his motorcycle, the Owlhoot was about to throw away the bundle of female clothing when a thought struck him. He ought to keep a trophy; something to remind him of the most thrilling moment of his life so far. Shaking the garments into separate items, he studied them. There could only be one choice, of course. So he picked up the tights and stuffed them into his saddlebag. They would be the first of his growing collection. 
 
    Wild elation filled the Owlhoot as he mounted the motorcycle, started its engine and rode off in search of other victims. That had been one hell of a sensation. Far more satisfying even than his first robbery. Once the brunette told her story, nobody would sell him short. Especially if he could duplicate his actions with the other couples he found. 
 
    For a time it appeared that the Owlhoot would be disappointed. Taking a direct route to the next turn-off, he failed to locate a parked car on it. Angrily he made his way through the trees until he approached another winding, narrow track. Hoping that the Stenton turn-off would prove more productive than the last, he left the trail-bike leaning against a rock and scouted on foot. 
 
    Observation and experience had taught him that lovers preferred to park in a place where a bend and bushes hid them from other users of the turn-off. So he moved along among the trees flanking the track, looking hopefully around each bend. At last he saw a Plymouth hardtop standing just off the trail beyond a sharp curve. He stood for a moment, listening and estimating how far he had come since leaving the motorcycle. Hearing no other traffic on the turn-off, he decided against wasting time in collecting the trail-bike before he paid his visit to the car. 
 
    Silently the Owlhoot moved across to the car and jerked open its door. Inside, a tall, well-built young soldier released the petite, vivacious red-haired girl he had been kissing. His eyes went to the revolver, noticing that its hammer lay back in the fully cocked position, before lifting to study the masked figure. By his side, the girl stared at the Owlhoot and she gave a giggle. 
 
    ‘Out, pronto!’ the masked man ordered, promising himself that it would be a long time before she giggled again. 
 
    ‘It’s the Owlhoot, Dean,’ the girl whispered. ‘The nu—feller all the newscasts have been talking about.’ 
 
    ‘You heard me!’ the Owlhoot snarled. ‘Get out with your hands high!’ 
 
    ‘Sure, mac,’ the soldier replied calmly. ‘Just take it easy. I’ve got back from Vietnam without taking lead, so I’m not fixing to get shot up now.’ 
 
    Although he occupied the passenger seat and emerged first, the soldier did not try to take advantage of the Owlhoot’s apparent distraction. Despite the masked man appearing to be preoccupied with ogling at the girl’s legs while she left the car, Dean stood immobile with his hands raised. 
 
    ‘If it’s money you’re after, mac, you’ve picked a poor mark,’ the soldier remarked casually. ‘My pappy always taught me only to carry as much as I’d need and we sure weren’t fixing to go spending tonight.’ 
 
    The couple’s air of calm and lack of fear tore at the Owlhoot like a knife. Fury twisted through him and he wanted to humble the soldier’s casual competence, then avenge himself on the girl for her lack of respect. There was one way the Owlhoot felt certain would make the soldier act in the required manner. 
 
    ‘I’ll take money or pleasure, blue-belly,’ the Owlhoot sneered, waving the Peacemaker in the girl’s direction. ‘Start strip—’ 
 
    ‘Why you—!’ the soldier spat out, starting to move forward just as the Owlhoot wanted. 
 
    Delight surged up inside the Owlhoot as he whipped his revolver in a savage roundhouse swing—then things began to go wrong. Instead of walking blindly into the blow, the soldier ducked beneath its arc. Still crouching, he shot his left fist forward. Hard knuckles drove into the Owlhoot’s chest and, despite the awkward position from which the blow had been struck, the impact sent him staggering backwards. 
 
    Fear stabbed at the masked man as he fought to retain his balance. Scenes from his childhood flashed through his memory and he recalled the times when his brooding temper had led him to attack other boys. On each occasion his amateurish efforts had met with disaster and he could see the same thing happening to him at that moment. Only this time the results would be far more serious. 
 
    More by luck than conscious effort, the Owlhoot kept on his feet. He saw the soldier coming after him, fists clenched and face hard with menace. Desperately he turned the Colt’s barrel and its muzzle could not have been more than a couple of inches from the soldier’s chest when he jerked on the trigger. Flame lit up the center of the khaki shirt and its wearer changed direction dramatically Shock and agony distorted his features for a moment as he spun around and fell face first to the ground. 
 
    ‘Dean!’ 
 
    Hearing the girl’s scream, almost animal in its distress and rage, the Owlhoot stared at her. She was coming towards him, all teeth and claws, looking more dangerous than an enraged lioness protecting its young. Cocking his Colt by instinct, he thrust it at her. Although she ran on to the barrel, she gave no sign of feeling pain or retreating. Instead she forced against the hard steel, eyes blazing hatred and fingernails reaching for his face. Again he jerked the trigger. There was no blaze of muzzle-flash when the gun went off, only the stench of burning cloth and human flesh. Thrown backwards, her frock smoldering where the blood from the wound did not soak it, she fell at the soldier’s side. 
 
    Letting out a low hiss, the Owlhoot stood and stared at the two figures sprawled limply by the car. Slowly he returned the Colt to its holster and moved closer. He listened, ears straining to catch any warning that the shooting had been heard. Satisfied that it had not, he knelt and removed the wallet from the soldier’s back pocket. After emptying it, he tossed it aside and went to the girl. One thing was for sure, he decided as he removed his trophy from her, the people of Rockabye County would stop treating the Owlhoot as a joke after tonight. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Fourteen 
 
    ‘I’m Woman Deputy Fayde,’ Alice introduced, showing her I.D. wallet to the two men who had found the Owlhoot’s latest victims. She indicated the peace officers leaving the Oldsmobile. ‘Those’re my partners, Deputy Counter and Detectives Vaughn and Heilman.’ 
 
    ‘This’s Stan McGeary and I’m Ollie Alexander,’ the taller of the pair replied. ‘You sure didn’t waste any time getting here.’ 
 
    ‘We were headed out this way already,’ Alice explained, looking around her. 
 
    McGeary and Alexander were coon-hunters, both tall, lean and tanned. The former carried a shotgun on the crook of his left arm and the latter had a Colt Woodsman automatic pistol holstered on his right thigh. Beyond the Plymouth hardtop, pointing in the direction from which the peace officers had come, was a battered old jeep with a pair of black-and-tan coonhounds tied to its front bumper. Alice’s eyes returned to the Plymouth and what lay beside it. 
 
    ‘Gal was still alive when we got here,’ McGeary remarked in a voice made deliberately casual to prevent the anger he felt bursting into violent, useless cursing. ‘Only just, but alive.’ 
 
    ‘Did you move her?’ Alice asked, leaving Brad and the detectives to unload the murder kit and other equipment from the deputy car’s boot. 
 
    ‘Lady,’ Alexander answered huskily, clearly fighting to keep control of his emotions. ‘I was a medic in Normandy during the war. One thing I learned. When they’re hit like she’d been, you don’t start trying to make them “comfortable”. I stayed with her while Stan took the jeep and drove like hell to the Stenton place and telephoned the Sheriff’s Office. She went about a minute after he left. There wasn’t a solitary damned thing I could do for her—’ 
 
    ‘Did she say anything before she died?’ Alice inquired gently as the man’s words died away in the bitter, helpless manner that she had heard before under similar circumstances. 
 
    ‘Talked about somebody called “Dean”. I figured it was the soldier. Then I asked her who’d done it and she said it was the Owlhoot,’ Alexander replied and his hand brushed the butt of the Woodsman. ‘He’d gone before we came, or he’d still be here—for keeps.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t hear anything?’ Alice asked. ‘Footsteps, a trail-bike’s engine, like that.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Alexander growled. ‘That poor lil gal—’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Alice said quietly and looked over her shoulder. ‘Start getting your S.O.C. shots, Sam. Brad, bring the spotlight and well take a look around. Ben, would you get these gentlemen’s names and addresses, please?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, Alice,’ replied Detective Vaughn, knowing that he could not start examining the car for fingerprints until after the photographer had finished work. 
 
    In dress and appearance Sam Heilman might have been a member of a coon-hunting party. Instead he worked as a cameraman for the G.C.P D.’s Scientific Investigation Bureau. It fell on him to carry out the unpleasant, unexciting, but vitally important task of recording the scene of the crime on film. Having worked with Alice and Brad on other cases, he respected the girl’s ability and did not question her right to give orders. Fitting a flash-bulb into his Land Polaroid camera, Heilman studied the car. 
 
    ‘Want to take a look before I start, Alice?’ the cameraman asked. 
 
    ‘It’d be best,’ the girl replied, although her every instinct wanted a negative answer. Looking at bodies went with accepting a badge in the Sheriff’s Office and working on an investigation team. 
 
    ‘That gal’s not got to look at the—them, has she?’ McGeary asked Vaughn, watching Brad plug the spotlight’s cord into the Oldsmobile’s dashboard and join Alice by the Plymouth. 
 
    ‘That “gal’s” a mighty smart peace officer,’ the fingerprint expert explained. ‘She’ll do what she has to.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t seem right,’ Alexander growled. 
 
    ‘Nothing about a homicide ever seems right,’ Vaughn replied, opening his notebook. ‘We all hate them, but when they happen we have to do what’s necessary.’ 
 
    Advancing slowly, Alive and Brad studied the ground at their feet in the glow of powerful light. Once again they saw that the springy grass would not offer clear footprints. Almost reluctantly Brad swung the beam to the bodies. He illuminated the soldier first. Face down, the back showed the hideous tearing where the heavy caliber bullet had mushroomed during its passage through the human tissue and burst out. 
 
    ‘Looks like he emptied the soldier’s wallet before he left,’ Brad gritted. ‘Nobody could be that bad off!’ 
 
    ‘He shouldn’t be, the number of hits he’s made since he started,’ Alice answered. ‘Put it on the girl.’ 
 
    Looking at the female victim’s bare legs and feet, Alice moved closer. She knelt quickly, raised the hem of the short skirt and lowered it again. Standing up, she looked at the two hunters. 
 
    ‘Did you take her shoes off, Mr. Alexander?’ 
 
    ‘Nope,’ the man replied. ‘I thought she’d kicked them off before we came.’ 
 
    ‘It could be,’ Brad said, glancing at the smaller entry hole of the girl’s wound, then moving the light from the body. 
 
    ‘Huh huh,’ Alice grunted. ‘She’s not wearing panties—’ 
 
    ‘And the last girl was stripped naked,’ Brad finished for her. ‘Hell, Alice, the bastard couldn’t be that loco!’ 
 
    ‘I’m ready when you are,’ Heilman called before the girl could reply. 
 
    ‘Start when you like, Sam,’ Alice offered. ‘We’ll ask the M.E. what he reckons, Brad.’ 
 
    Working slowly, methodically checking the result of each exposure before going on to the next, Heilman built up his scene-of-crime photographs. Brad and Alice did not stand around watching him. Reaching into the car, the girl removed the female victim’s handbag and opened it. While his partner wrote down the victim’s address, from a letter in the bag, Brad checked the two hunters’ firearms. They waved aside his explanation, stating that they would do much more than merely let the big blond check their guns if it helped catch the stinking son-of-a-bitch who had killed those two kids. Brad did not believe that the two men had shot the couple, but routine demanded that he kept the possibility in mind. 
 
    Before the ambulance carrying the medical examiner’s party arrived, Alice had been in touch with Central Control and learned that the Owlhoot’s other female victim had not been sexually assaulted. Which was small consolation when the first male victim might not recover from the brutal pistol-whipping and kicks he had received. 
 
    ‘Is there any visible evidence for me to avoid, Miss Fayde?’ the medical examiner asked, as he joined the girl on the ambulance’s arrival. 
 
    ‘Not that we’ve seen,’ Alice answered and sucked in a breath before making the request that he checked on whether the girl had been raped. 
 
    ‘Do you think she may have been?’ the M.E. inquired, making a wry face. 
 
    ‘It’s a possibility,’ Alice admitted. ‘Her shoes have been taken off, which he’d’ve had to do if he’d stripped a pair of tights from her. With that mini, she would’ve been wearing tights, or at least briefs.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see if there are traces,’ the M.E. promised. ‘But you may have to wait for the autopsy to know for sure.’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ Alice said. ‘She was still alive when those two hunters found her.’ 
 
    ‘Did she say anything?’ 
 
    ‘That the Owlhoot had done it. If there was nothing they could have done for her, I’d like you to tell them so.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do that,’ the M.E. agreed and moved forward to begin his preliminary examination. On his return, he found that Brad had joined Alice and said, ‘The soldier’s death was practically instantaneous, something over an hour ago.’ 
 
    ‘It’d’ve taken him at least that long to leave his first hit, scout the next turn-off and come on here,’ Brad remarked. ‘How about the girl?’ 
 
    ‘She died about half an hour ago,’ the M.E. replied. ‘By the time she was found, only a miracle could have saved her. Nothing they could have done would’ve helped.’ He paused, then went on, ‘She hadn’t been raped that I could see.’ 
 
    ‘That’s one consolation for her folks,’ Alice sighed. ‘Not much, but something. Is there anything to help us, doctor?’ 
 
    ‘In both cases the bullet passed straight through and the powder burning was far more extensive than any I’ve ever seen.’ 
 
    ‘Mind if I take a look before you move them, doc?’ Brad asked. 
 
    ‘Feel free,’ the M.E. answered. ‘If the Owlhoot hit here and at the next track but one, he might have found another couple in between.’ 
 
    ‘We thought of that,’ Alice replied. ‘The sheriff sent out a team to check. They’ve not reported in, so I’m willing to bet there wasn’t a car on the second turn-off.’ 
 
    While Alice spoke to the medical examiner, Brad approached the male body. Face up now, the worst horror of the injury no longer showed. The big blond was not prompted by idle curiosity, nor a morbid desire to look at a corpse. Attracted by the M.E.’s comment, he wanted to look more closely at the wounds. One glance told him all he needed to know and, in fact, had suspected since studying the girl’s wound. 
 
    ‘Black powder,’ Brad said, returning to Alice’s side. ‘No charge of smokeless would do it. Figures, though. A lot of blank-poppers use black powder. It’s cheaper than smokeless, not so powerful, and it sure looks spectacular when you touch it off.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll send you a more thorough report as soon as I can,’ the M.E. said. 
 
    ‘Let Ben get their fingerprints before you take them in, doctor,’ Alice requested. ‘It’ll save time if he can check them against any he finds on the car or the soldier’s wallet.’ 
 
    Although Vaughn did his work thoroughly, he failed to raise a fingerprint that did not belong to the girl or the soldier. Nor did Alice and Brad’s examination of the surrounding area produce evidence to who had done the killing. At last Alice told the male peace officers that they might as well return to the city. Knowing that Alice faced the unpleasant task of informing the victims’ parents, Heilman suggested that he and Vaughn drove the Plymouth to the D.P.S. Building while she and Brad attended to it. Alexander and McGeary declared that they had lost all their zest for hunting that night. So the jeep followed the deputy car and Plymouth in the wake of the ambulance which carried off the bodies. 
 
    Shortly before two o’clock in the morning Alice and Brad returned to the Sheriff’s Office. The squad-room was dark and deserted, but a light showed through the partly open door to the Watch Commander’s office. Going in, they found McCall seated at his desk. Although the First Deputy had removed his coat and tie, he still wore his hat. For all the expression his face showed, he might just have logged on watch as the two deputies entered. 
 
    To both Brad and McCall, Alice showed signs of the emotional strain she had been through while completing a task that every peace officer hated. Breaking the news of death to the next-of-kin never came easily and less so in the tragic circumstances of the night. Brad knew that he could not have handled the two sets of parents as well as Alice had, but he had also felt the tension boiling inside his partner during the ride to the D.P.S. Building. 
 
    ‘How’d it go?’ McCall inquired, looking up from the report he had been reading. 
 
    ‘Lousy. How else?’ Alice snapped. 
 
    ‘And there’s nothing to show it was the Owlhoot?’ McCall went on. 
 
    ‘Only the M.O. being right,’ Brad admitted. ‘There’s nothing to even hint that the two hunters had done it.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll still have to be checked out,’ McCall warned. 
 
    ‘It was the Owlhoot!’ Alice spat furiously. ‘And while we’ve been sitting on our butts with that blasted “psycho-tail”, he’s killed two people at least.’ 
 
    Coming to his feet, McCall slapped both palms hard on the desk’s top. He leaned forward, features craggier than ever, and growled, ‘I know you’re a good badge and’ve cracked some tough ones, but you’re not alone in that. Some of us were pulling the baddies in before you joined the Bureau of Women Officers.’ 
 
    Alice stiffened like an alley-cat faced by a hound dog. ‘If you’re not satisfied with my work—!’ she blazed. 
 
    Walking slowly around the desk, McCall lifted one of the chairs from where it stood partially concealed by a filing cabinet. Alice’s words came to an end as she watched him place it opposite his seat and indicate it. The unprecedented gesture took the wind out of her sails and she sank almost unbelievingly on to the chair. At her side, Brad stared from Alice to the First Deputy. Then a grin came to the big blond’s face as realization of McCall’s motives hit him. 
 
    ‘Any time I’m not satisfied with your work, lass,’ McCall said as he resumed his seat without including Brad in the amnesty, ‘I’ll come right out and tell you. What I wanted was for you to get this Owlhoot business in its true perspective. You and Brad’re a good team, that’s why we put you on the “psycho-tail” instead of asking the city for detectives. If you’d been left to handle the Owlhoot case, you could only have done what’s being done. Nailing Sandwich and the Zingel gal was important, it had to be done. The only pity is that it couldn’t’ve been done quicker. But even if it had, the chances are that you and Brad would have been prowling to the west or south of the city tonight.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so,’ Alice sighed. ‘Even with rolling stake-outs all around the city, there’d be enough holes for him to slip through and make a hit, but not to play with the girl—’ 
 
    ‘Maybe time enough for that even,’ McCall interrupted. 
 
    ‘P.R. could have played the thing bigger—!’ Alice began. 
 
    ‘And that might’ve sparked off his ego so that he had to go out and live up to his reputation,’ the First Deputy pointed out. ‘They played it cool so as to avoid starting a panic, or giving folks the notion to tote a gun along when they went necking.’ 
 
    ‘They might have stopped using the turn-offs for necking.’ 
 
    ‘That smart folks’d never be, Alice. And if they had, the Owlhoot might’ve started making his hits in the city limits. Which’d’ve been a damned sight more dangerous than having him out on the piney woods.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Alice admitted ruefully. 
 
    ‘What leads do you have on him?’ 
 
    ‘None as such. Brad and I think he may be the hombre who visited the Fast Draw Club, licked Kochek to the shot and started the members on the Berns-Martin “Speed” holster bit. Did R. & I. kick back anything?’ 
 
    ‘Negative. We’re still waiting for I.C.B. to come through.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll have to look some of those other yahoos with the “Speed” rigs over this afternoon, Alice,’ Brad remarked. ‘And see if the feller who makes them has sold any to men who don’t belong to the Fast Draw Club.’ 
 
    ‘It might get you somewhere,’ McCall put in. ‘Thing being, if it doesn’t where do we go? Brad, head along to the sheriff’s office and ask him if he wants to come in on this. And, was somebody to volunteer, I’d say somebody ought to make us some coffee.’ 
 
    ‘I can take a hint,’ Alice smiled. ‘Although I reckon you only want me out of here so that you can hide the chair again.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t do any good,’ McCall sighed. ‘The sheriff’ll be coming and he pampers you deputies too much for that.’ 
 
    While Alice went to the men’s locker room and made coffee, Brad delivered McCall’s message. On his return with the sheriff, the big blond learned what had happened to Joan Hilton and Sam Cuchilo. One of the R.P. cars dispatched to help the deputies had come across a Ford sedan parked on the opposite side of the car-wrecking lot. It had been empty, except for two large suitcases and these, when opened, had proved to contain the loot from the Euro-Tex robbery. 
 
    ‘Seems Sandwich and Zingel planned to run her convertible in among the heaps to be wrecked.’ McCall was saying when Alice entered carrying a loaded tray. ‘They hoped that nobody would notice the cut in the fence, or blame the local kids for it. With luck, the convertible would’ve stood for days, or might even been put through the crusher without being noticed. And while we were looking for it, they’d be headed for the border in the Ford.’ 
 
    ‘Who roughed Joan up?’ Alice inquired as she started to pour out the coffee. 
 
    ‘The Zingel gal,’ McCall answered. 
 
    ‘A runt like her?’ Alice gasped. 
 
    ‘It took two matrons to put that “runt” into the iso-cell [xxiii] upstairs,’ Jack Tragg pointed out. ‘And it was her, not Sandwich, who knifed the guard. That was one mean little gal.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t’ve given much for Sandwich’s chances once they’d got below the border,’ McCall commented. ‘I bet she’d’ve left him in a ditch some place.’ 
 
    ‘Thing now being, how do we get the Owlhoot?’ Jack put in as Alice finished pouring the coffee and sat down. ‘If he’s not a professional, it won’t be easy.’ 
 
    A point which the listening deputies did not need elaborating upon. Only on rare occasions did a regular, full-time criminal manage to keep his activities a secret. Sooner or later news would leak out, to be heard by a stool-pigeon and passed on to a peace officer. In the case of a part-time crook with no criminal associates, that could not happen. Sure the underworld would be interested in him, but, like the law enforcement officers, its members did not know where to start looking for him. To make the task more difficult, the Owlhoot took only money. So he had no loot to dispose of and could not be traced when he tried to do so through a pawnshop or second-hand store. 
 
    ‘Maybe this double killing will scare him off,’ McCall suggested. ‘Or at least lay low for a spell.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so,’ Alice objected. ‘Hell, look at the chances he’s taken already. Up to tonight I might have believed that he was doing it because he needed money in the worst kind of way, but not anymore.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go with you on that,’ Jack agreed. ‘After I heard about the killings, I went over to Central Receiving and saw the girl he’d had strip off. Got to her before they put her under complete sedation. From what she said, all the Owlhoot did after he’d pistol-whipped her boyfriend was follow her around touching her up. And this with the car’s interior lights on, within a quarter of a mile of the main Hoseville road. No sir. Even if he started doing it for the money, he’s playing for kicks now.’ 
 
    ‘As far as we know, he hadn’t raped the girl he killed,’ Alice said. ‘Just took off her tights and carried them away with him.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe she wasn’t wearing tights,’ McCall remarked. 
 
    ‘With that dress, she’d have to be, them or panties,’ Alice insisted. ‘She had tights on when she left home. I managed to get that much from her parents when I asked them what she’d been wearing when she left that evening.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve had a hell of a night, Alice,’ Jack said gently. ‘If you’d like to log off now, we’ll start again—’ 
 
    ‘Not until I know what you’re aiming to do about nailing the Owlhoot,’ the girl stated and Brad, for one, knew the futility of arguing with her on the matter. 
 
    Yielding to the inevitable, McCall announced, ‘First thing to consider is will the killings make him quit?’ 
 
    ‘I’d say “no”,’ Brad declared. 
 
    ‘And me,’ Alice went on. ‘Assuming he’s doing it for kicks, what could be more exciting than having killed twice and be going after more victims with the law hide-bound and all out to nail him.’ 
 
    ‘That being the case,’ McCall continued. ‘Where will he hit next?’ 
 
    ‘He always works in wooded country, not more than a mile from a main road,’ Brad stated. ‘That cuts out the north-west, it’s all open range. Same applies to the east, and he’d have to circle Lake Rockabye to reach that area.’ 
 
    ‘If it comes to a point,’ Alice put in, studying the map of the county on the wall, ‘he’s left with the three areas that he’s worked so far.’ 
 
    ‘That’s still a whole heap of ground to cover,’ McCall pointed out. 
 
    ‘If we only knew which area he’d go for next—’ Alice began. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter which one he hits next,’ Jack Tragg interrupted and, gentle though they had been spoken, the words slammed all the deputies’ attention to him. 
 
    ‘Why?’ Alice could not prevent herself asking the question, although she guessed at the answer fantastic as it at first seemed. 
 
    ‘Because we’re going to blanket all three areas with undercover cars,’ Jack explained, confirming Alice’s supposition. ‘Rolling stake-outs will move off any private citizens they find necking. So if the Owlhoot makes another hit, he’ll be trying it against two armed peace officers.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Fifteen 
 
    ‘Damn it all, Brad,’ Alice Fayde said angrily, looking at the darkened car they approached on a turn-off from the State Auto Road. ‘After all P.R.’s warnings they’re still coming out here to neck.’ 
 
    The time was nine-thirty on Saturday night and the deputies were taking part in the greatest all-out operation ever launched by the Rockabye County law enforcement agencies against a single criminal. 
 
    Even before Brad and Alice had returned to the D.P.S. Building that morning, Jack Tragg had been making his preparations. The sheriff of Rockabye County did not believe in half-measures when dealing with a man as dangerous as the Owlhoot had become. So he had called on the services of every deputy who could be spared from the Sub-Offices scattered about the county, in addition to his officers based in Gusher City. On being asked, Chief of Police Phineas Hagen had placed the whole of the G.C.P.D.’s personnel at Jack’s disposal. Contacted at their homes or offices, the sheriffs of the neighboring counties had been no less willing to send help. 
 
    By the time Jack had finished, he possessed the officers and means to scatter decoys over the whole of the Owlhoot’s three areas of operations. Patrolmen and policewomen from the morning and night watches were called in. Detectives who should have been off watch arrived at their station house squad-rooms to be given their orders. Peace officers who normally spent their duty hours typing and filing reports, examining pieces of scientific evidence, riding switchboards or on other comparatively sedentary yet necessary duties sat in pairs in private or undercover cars on the turn-offs. Each pair nursed hand-guns, ready to deal with the Owlhoot if he took the bait. With its entire force, less those sick, on vacation or watch, the Bureau of Women Officers could not supply a female for each of the cars. So many a vehicle held two males; one wearing a hat borrowed from his wife, girlfriend or other source, as a disguise which, they hoped, would fool the masked man for long enough to bring him in close. 
 
    In addition to the decoy cars, other vehicles cruised the turn-offs and men placed in strategic positions listened for the sound of a trail motorcycle passing through the woods. 
 
    Only by working practically non-stop all day had Jack Tragg managed to set up the complicated operation. Helped by Hagen and his First Deputies, he had arranged for the positions of the decoys and routes to be taken by the rolling stake-out vehicles. There had been equipment to issue, with the Communications Bureau producing every available radio so that most of the cars could contact a central mobile-control truck in each area. Call signs had to be allocated and precautions thought out for the decoys’ safety. Jack Tragg wanted to capture, or kill, the Owlhoot without losing any of the peace officers if he possibly could do so. 
 
    Wishing to keep private citizens out of the danger areas, Jack had asked the Public Relations Bureau to pass out statements to the news-media. All day the local television and radio networks had been interrupting programs to warn their listeners of the dangers of necking on the turnoffs. No mention had been made of the massive decoy operation, but the sheriff had hoped that the public would take notice of the announcements and stay away. 
 
    Going by the lack of a signal flash from the parked car’s rear lights, the warnings had gone unheeded in at least one case. 
 
    Alice and Brad did not feel in the mood for displaying too much tact and diplomacy at that moment. Leaving the Sheriff’s Office at three-fifteen that morning, they had logged on watch again at 10 a.m. From then on, with only short breaks to snatch a meal, they had been constantly on the go. 
 
    First there had been the reports to read. I.C.R.’s state-wide records had failed to produce anything of assistance, which did not entirely surprise either deputy. The M.E.’s necropsy report stated that the dead girl had not been raped and confirmed Brad’s belief that the Owlhoot used black powder in his cartridges. Although generally negative, S.I.B.’s search reports supplied an answer to the mystery of the second female victim’s missing garment. The specialists had found the brunette’s clothing, except for her tights, where the Owlhoot had discarded it. So the deputies had decided that the masked man must be collecting trophies from his robberies. The Central Receiving Hospital had sent word that the first male victim would live; but the doctors refused to even guess how he would be affected mentally. Neither he nor the brunette would be available for questioning that day. 
 
    While the deputies were still in the D.P.S. Building, the victims’ fathers had arrived to make the formal identification. Under Alice’s gentle questioning, the soldier’s father had said that his son knew too much about guns to chance tackling an armed man merely to stop himself being robbed of a few dollars. The information had increased Alice’s and Brad’s belief that the Owlhoot had either pretended to be off guard, or deliberately provoked attacks by his victims. 
 
    The normally even-tempered Brad had cursed long and bitterly after seeing the grieving parents into the police car which would take them home. Then he and Alice had taken to the streets on an abortive round of visits. They had interviewed all the owners of fake Berns-Martin ‘Speed’ rigs, without finding one who remotely fitted the Owlhoot’s description. Nor had their call on the man who made the holsters been more productive. Travelling from man to man, the deputies had contacted various stool-pigeons. All had told the same story. While the Owlhoot had aroused considerable interest in criminal circles, nobody was talking even if they knew his identity. 
 
    By 7 p.m., Alice and Brad felt sure that their only hope of catching the Owlhoot lay in taking him red-handed during the commission of a hold-up. After a meal at the Badge diner, they had collected Unit S.O. 12 and made their way to the area in which the masked man had struck on his second night’s depredations. Finding a private car on their patrol line did not please them. 
 
    Pulling the Oldsmobile on to the edge of the track, Alice nodded to Brad. For ease of identification while riding the rolling stake-out, they were both wearing their uniforms. That meant Brad carried his automatic in a skimpy, high-riding, forward-raked, steel-lined Bianchi Cooper-Combat ‘bikini’ holster fitted with an Elden Carl long-tanged, fly-off safety strap for added security, on his Sam Browne belt. In addition to the automatic, he held his Winchester Model 12 riot gun between his knees. Doubting if the Owlhoot would surrender when caught, Brad followed the old, but very practical, peace officer way of carrying a more powerful offensive weapon than his defensive hand-gun. 
 
    Leaving the riot gun on the front seat of the deputy car, Brad joined Alice at the edge of the track. Without making any attempt to be silent or keep out of sight, they approached the sleek imported Italian car. Its occupants, locked in a passionate embrace, gave no hint of realizing that they might not be alone. Letting out a low hiss of annoyance, Alice motioned Brad to take the right side. Once again the female occupant was behind the wheel, so Alice stepped to the driver’s door. Even with a deputy on either side of the car, the couple in it remained face to face and tangled in each other’s arms. 
 
    The car’s interior lights came on automatically as Alice opened the left side door. Instantly the man and woman broke away from each other. Fear twisted momentarily at the girl’s face as she swung towards the door, to be replaced by annoyance as she recognized Alice’s uniform and status in society. Well-dressed, stylishly coiffured, the girl had the superior air of a senior, or recently graduated, college student, aware of her intellectual supremacy over the masses. 
 
    On the door opening, the young man snatched his arms from about the girl. His right hand darted into the dashboard’s glove compartment, closing on the butt of the snub-nosed revolver it held. Well-groomed and trendily attired, he looked like a junior executive on his way up the promotion ladder fast. While reaching for the revolver, he turned his eyes Alice’s way and did not see Brad. Jerking open the right door, the big blond reached inside. With the same devastating speed he could display when drawing a gun, he clamped his powerful fingers around the young man’s wrist and prevented the revolver from emerging. 
 
    ‘What the he—?’ began the girl indignantly, glaring at Alice. 
 
    ‘Don’t you listen to the newscasts?’ Alice demanded, ignoring the man and concentrating on his companion. ‘We’ve been warning folks to stay away from these turn-offs all day!’ 
 
    ‘Since when did we start living in a police state?’ the girl snapped back, her intellectual hackles rising at the thought of a humble woman peace officer daring to address her in other than tones of servile respect. 
 
    ‘Haven’t you heard, or read about the Owlhoot?’ Alice asked grimly. 
 
    ‘We’ve heard!’ sniffed the girl, so annoyed by Alice’s lack of respect that she did not look at her boyfriend. ‘So we came prepared for him.’ 
 
    ‘It sure looks that way,’ Alice said dryly and stared in a pointed manner across the car. 
 
    ‘Get your damned hand off me!’ the young man snarled viciously at Brad, feeling as if his wrist had been caught in a bear trap and unable to remove the revolver from its place of concealment. 
 
    ‘Leave the piece where it is then,’ Brad ordered. ‘You don’t need it against us. We’re deputies from the Sheriff’s Office.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you want?’ the man spat, releasing his hold on the gun’s butt. 
 
    ‘You folks would be safer if you find some place away from these turn-offs to neck.’ Brad answered, opening his fingers. ‘This’s the Owlhoot’s stamping ground.’ 
 
    Instead of being grateful for the warning, the couple exchanged glares of indignation. The young man scowled at Brad, rubbing his aching wrist. In addition to the pain, he felt a sense of humiliation resulting from the casual ease with which the big blond had prevented him from drawing his revolver. 
 
    ‘You’ve no right to come here man-handling tax-paying citizens. I’m not some oil-field jar-head for you to roust about. The County Commissioners’ Disciplinary Board will hear about this.’ 
 
    Maybe such a threat had produced satisfying results when made against other peace officers, but Brad did not seem particularly impressed. Instead he studied the young man for a moment. The mention of oil-field jar-heads, drilling-rig crew-men, gave a clue to his employment and suggested a means for Brad to deal with him. 
 
    ‘Do you work for Bonanza Oil?’ the big blond asked, taking out his I.D. wallet. 
 
    ‘I’m one of the company’s advertising executives,’ the young man admitted. 
 
    ‘One of Paul Heveren’s hired hands, huh?’ Brad said coldly. 
 
    ‘I don’t care for your attitude!’ the man yelped. 
 
    ‘I’m not sold on yours come to that,’ Brad drawled, holding his wallet so that the other could read his name. ‘My father’s Andrew M. Counter. Five minutes after I hear that the Disciplinary Board wants to talk to us about your complaint, I’ll be on the telephone to Uncle Paul, and you, hombre, will be one of his former hired hands.’ 
 
    About to speak, the man closed his mouth hurriedly and in silence. Ready to blast the peace officers with her college-developed acid wit, the girl also kept her comments unsaid. Engaged to the young man, with both of them employed by the Bonanza Oil Corporation, she had no wish to jeopardize their careers. That casual mention of Heveren’s given-name by the big blond had rung a warning bell for the couple. Even without possible family connections to the powerful Counter clan, the managing director had strongly developed views on the matter of local law enforcement and was, in fact, a member of the County Commissioners. So Heveren would take a dim view of any employee who caused inconvenience for a peace officer over such a trivial matter. Maybe it would not result in dismissal, but Heveren held the ultimate key to promotion in the company. 
 
    ‘That’s how it is, huh?’ said the young man, but his attempt at sounding truculent failed by a good country mile. 
 
    ‘That’s just how it is,’ Brad agreed. ‘The Owlhoot killed twice last night, left another man near on dead and a girl naked and half out of her mind with fear. Mister, he’s a psycho. He’d let you think he was off guard, then bat your brains in when you tried to take him.’ 
 
    ‘After that it would be your turn, miss,’ Alice went on coldly. ‘Which’s why we came to ask you to leave.’ 
 
    ‘All right, you’ve made your point,’ the young man said. ‘We’ll get going.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’d be wise,’ Alice agreed and closed the driver’s door. 
 
    ‘That gun would only have given him an excuse to shoot you,’ Brad finished. ‘When the Owlhoot opens the door, he’s holding his piece cocked ready to use it.’ 
 
    After watching the car turn and depart, Alice looked quizzically at her partner. ‘You never told me that Paul Heveren is your uncle.’ 
 
    ‘He isn’t,’ Brad admitted with a grin. ‘Was one of my godfathers though. Anyways, I didn’t reckon that yahoo would chance calling my bet on it.’ 
 
      
 
    At about the same time, over in the north-east sector, Joan Hilton and Sam Cuchilo found themselves facing a similar situation. Neither of them could claim kinship or even close ties with persons of importance. 
 
    Coming on a car which failed to give the required recognition signal, they studied it in passing. It appeared to be deserted, a suspicious circumstance on a narrow turn-off track. 
 
    ‘Best check it out, Sam,’ Joan announced. 
 
    ‘Might be as well,’ Cuchilo agreed. ‘There’d be room in the back for his trail-bike.’ 
 
    With the possibility of the vehicle belonging to the Owlhoot, Cuchilo did not leave his assault armament in the deputy car. Carrying his Thompson submachine gun by its pistol grip, he led the way to the parked vehicle. When they drew closer, the deputies heard enough to tell them the car had occupants. 
 
    Opening the driver’s door, Joan illuminated the interior much to the embarrassment of the couple on the rear seat. Snatching his left hand from beneath the girl’s skirt, the middle-aged, thin-faced man jerked erect and just as hurriedly whipped his right out of her blouse. Much younger than her companion, plump and fairly pretty, the girl let out a squeal of fright. She continued to sprawl on the seat, blouse open, bra shoved up over her breasts and tights hanging around her knees. 
 
    For a few seconds the man stared in open-mouthed horror. Then hostility and resentment replaced the previous expression. He looked pompous, haughty; the kind of tax-paying citizen who would object to humble peace officers, whose salary he helped to pay, interrupting his pleasures. 
 
    ‘How dare y—!’ he started to say, while the girl began to make adjustments to her garments. 
 
    ‘If I were you, I’d go some other place to neck, mister,’ Cuchilo suggested politely. ‘These turn-offs are real dangerous just now.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve no right to come barging in on us like this!’ answered the tax-paying citizen, full of the wrath that only a guilty conscience could raise. ‘We’re not breaking any law.’ 
 
    ‘Is that your wife?’ Joan inquired, indicating the girl. 
 
    ‘Wife?’ the man repeated. ‘No, she isn’t my wife!’ 
 
    ‘Then move off or we’ll book you for adultery!’ 
 
    Going by the wedding ring worn by the man, Joan expected that the threat would prove sufficient. Instead, the tax-paying citizen merely sneered in a mocking manner. 
 
    ‘I’m a widower,’ he stated triumphantly. ‘You couldn’t make it stick.’ 
 
    The previous night Joan and Cuchilo had both come close to sudden and painful death. For a week before that they had worked almost eighteen hours a day on the Sandwich case. So the man could hardly have picked a worse time to flout his knowledge of the law. 
 
    ‘All right, you paleface son-of-a-bitch, if that’s how you want to play it,’ Cuchilo thought, then went on audibly, ‘Then how about us making it Article 534. That’s contributing to the delinquency of a minor.’ 
 
    When the girl did not contradict the suggestion that she was still classed as a minor, the deputies knew that they had the man—tax-payer or not—where they wanted him. 
 
    ‘Or we could use Article 535d,’ Joan suggested viciously. ‘Which is handling and fondling a minor’s sexual organs, mister. It’s a felony, not a misdemeanor like 534, and it carries a penalty of up to twenty-five years in jail.’ 
 
    ‘Y-You wouldn’t charge me with that?’ the man croaked, all his pomp, arrogance and indignation departing in a flash. 
 
    ‘Not unless we’re pushed into it,’ Joan admitted. ‘We’re hunting the Owlhoot, mister. And if it’d been him who opened the door, you’d both be dead—or wishing that you were. Take the girl back into town and, if I was you, I’d not stop until you find some place to drop her off.’ 
 
    ‘I—I’ll do that I’ the man stated, climbing out of the rear door and darting hurriedly behind the steering wheel. 
 
    ‘It’d be best,’ Cuchilo growled. ‘And, if I were you, I’d start going with women closer to your own age. It’s safer.’ 
 
    If the girl objected to the comment, she did not say so. Having recognized Joan, she decided to do nothing that might draw the blonde deputy’s attention her way. Wriggling her tights up, she sank on to the rear seat and kept her mouth shut while her escort turned the car and headed towards the Hoseville road. 
 
    ‘Damned fools,’ Cuchilo grunted. 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Joan agreed and led the way towards the waiting Oldsmobile. 
 
    Maybe Joan and Cuchilo did not have Brad’s social background, but they had achieved their end without it. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Sixteen 
 
    Shortly after ten-thirty, Deputies Rafferty and Chu drove towards a Pontiac sedan parked just off the winding track close to where the Owlhoot had made his third appearance. Seeing the rear lights flick on and off, they kept their Oldsmobile moving. Inside the stationary vehicle, each nursing a fully-loaded revolver, two more peace officers continued their part in the operation to catch the masked killer. They watched the deputy car go by then settled down as comfortably as they could on the sedan’s front seat. 
 
    ‘It’s racial discrimination, nothing less,’ Sergeant Charlie Chan declared emphatically about a quarter of an hour after the rolling stake-out car had disappeared around a bend ahead of them. 
 
    ‘How come?’ inquired Sergeant Doug Smith, seated behind the steering wheel. He glanced at his partner, grinning at the incongruous appearance Chan presented wearing a leather windcheater, Levis pants, hunting boots and a large-brimmed hat donated by Mrs. Smith as a disguise to make the Owlhoot believe a man and woman occupied the car. 
 
    ‘Like this is how,’ Chan explained, ‘there were a dozen girls at the House, including that Chinese chick from the blue-noses. [xxiv] And who, I say who, do I get to share a car with?’ 
 
    ‘Lil, lovable ole me,’ Smith replied. ‘Which Sarah allowed that I was a real he-coon in the front seat of a car afore we were married.’ 
 
    ‘She’s got poor judgment of hats, too,’ Chan sniffed. ‘Only don’t you tell her I said so. She cooks too good for me to rile her.’ 
 
    ‘Anyways,’ Smith drawled, ‘It’s not racial discrimination at all. The lieutenant’s smart. He knows you better than put a gal in with you. Charlie Chan, the first of the Oriental lovers. Comes to a point, you’re better off than I am. You’ve got me with you and I’ve only got you.’ 
 
    ‘Now there’s a depressing thought on a long waiting chore,’ Chan grinned. 
 
    ‘Your hat’s on crooked,’ Smith observed. 
 
    ‘So’re my stockings’ seams, but I’ll scream for a cop if you try to straighten them. I’m not a girl to let married men take advantage of m—!’ Abruptly Chan’s falsetto warning ended. His eyes had been watching the right wing mirror and he continued in a quick, alert voice. ‘Doug! I thought I saw something moving back among the trees.’ 
 
    All the levity left the two detectives. Instinctively their right hands dropped to the waiting revolvers’ butts. With the possibility of the Owlhoot coming towards Chan’s side of the car, Smith did not touch the Burgess Radar-Lite hand-lantern which rested on the seat between them. 
 
    ‘How about it?’ Smith whispered. 
 
    ‘I don—’ Chan commenced, still staring at the reflected scene in the mirror. ‘Yes. It’s either the Owlhoot or some damned fool dressed like him. He’s pulling his gun and moving in.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you-all get Sarah’s hat bust up!’ Smith cautioned and his left hand reached down to unlock the door. ‘Pass me the horn.’ 
 
    One of the precautions Jack Tragg had insisted upon was that every decoy team kept its car’s windows closed and doors locked. That way, if the Owlhoot managed to sneak up unnoticed, he could not gain access to the vehicle. While that did not give the team full protection, it removed the element of surprise from the masked man. 
 
    Still watching the tall, slim figure of the Owlhoot striding towards them, Chan took the Voice Commander radio from the dashboard’s glove compartment and handed it to Smith. 
 
    ‘Decoy Seventeen to Black Control!’ the white detective said. 
 
    ‘Black Control by!’ 
 
    ‘He’s here!’ 
 
    There was neither the time nor the need to say more. Black Control had a large scale map showing the locations of all the decoys and from it knew where to direct the assistance. Having given his brief message, Smith dropped the radio on to the seat and returned his left hand to the door handle, turning it ready for a rapid departure. 
 
    The Owlhoot had been late in heading for his hunting grounds that night. After hearing the repeated warnings about the dangers of going necking on the turn-offs, he had wondered if anybody would be foolish enough to do so. Certainly the local law would be increasing their patrols on all three areas, which would ruin any hope of the kind of extended fun he had had at the brunette’s expense. With that in mind, he had almost decided to stay at home or take in a movie. Then another thought had hit him. To do so would look like he had been scared off, or backed down from the threat of the peace officers. 
 
    Having achieved his ambition of being taken seriously, the Owlhoot had no desire to spoil his image. That morning he had met some of his pupils in a drugstore and overheard their impressed comments about his alter-ego. It was a most satisfying sensation and he refused to let anything lessen those hard-boiled kids’ respect for him. 
 
    Leaving his home shortly before 10 p.m., he had removed the garments which had hidden his old West clothing on arrival at the wood-covered draw where he hid his pickup truck. Then, he had mounted his trail motorcycle and ridden across to where he had committed his third series of crimes. As he had left the trail-bike under a conspicuous white oak tree, he decided that failing to find victims would not be so bad. If that happened, he could claim that he had inspired such fear and respect that he drove everybody from the woods. 
 
    Coming into sight of the Pontiac sedan, the Owlhoot had been both annoyed and pleased. Surely after last night folks would be scared to come necking on the turn-offs, he thought, indignantly. Then he felt the thrill of anticipation growing and started to move in on his ‘unsuspecting’ victims. Studying the car, he could make out little of its interior. Going by the shape of the hat, the woman sat on the side nearest to him. That was a pity. He could make the pretense of being distracted work better if she emerged after her male companion. Not that it mattered, nor did he need to circle the rear of the car to approach from the driver’s side. The soldier last night had shown him a way of provoking an attack. 
 
    Savoring the pleasures he would soon be enjoying, pistol-whipping the man and terrifying the woman, the Owlhoot gripped and tried to turn the door handle. It did not move. Even as the realization rang a warning for him, he saw the door on the other side fly open. Then he became aware of the bulky and masculine shape of the ‘woman’. Snarling out a curse, the Owlhoot flung himself away from the car. Aimed at the door, his Peacemaker bellowed loud and its muzzle-blast lit up the night. 
 
    Ready for action, Smith watched from the corner of his eye until he saw the Owlhoot close to Chan’s door. 
 
    ‘Now!’ Smith hissed, thrusting open his own door and diving through it. 
 
    Working in smooth coordination with his partner, Chan flopped sideways to the left. Ignoring the lantern and radio gouging into his body, he flattened himself as low as he could upon the seat. Nor did he move an instant too soon. He heard the Colt’s deep bellow and impact of lead as its bullet punched through the safety glass of the window. With a feeling of relief, he knew the bullet had passed over him and was sure to have missed his partner. Wasting no time on self-congratulation, Chan snatched the Radar-Lite from beneath him and wriggled rapidly through the open door. 
 
    Smith had landed crouching so as to keep the bulk of the car between himself and the Owlhoot. Hearing the deep bark of the shot, he moved towards the front of the Pontiac still scrunched up and keeping low. Then the sound of rapidly-departing feet reached his ears. Straightening up until he could line his Colt Python .357 Magnum revolver across the car’s hood, he aimed at the fleeing figure. 
 
    ‘Halt in the name of the law!’ Smith challenged formally. 
 
    While his partner took up a position to give the Owlhoot a chance to surrender, Chan had left the sedan. With the Burgess lantern in his left hand and his three-and-a-half-inch barreled Smith & Wesson Model 27 revolver in the right, he headed for the rear of the vehicle. Rising, he switched on the lantern and started to swing its powerful sealed beam towards the figure in the trees. Before Chan could focus on him, the Owlhoot skidded to a halt, turned and cut loose with another shot. Chan heard a startled exclamation from his partner and, from the corner of his eye, saw Smith jerk and stagger backwards. Throwing up his .357 Magnum hand-gun, Chan took a fast sight and fired. Even as he pressed the trigger and the hammer rose then fell, the Chinese detective’s shooting instincts told him that he had missed. 
 
    Not by much! 
 
    For the first time in his life the Owlhoot heard the eerie ‘splat!’ of a close-passing bullet. Panic stabbed into him as he realized what had caused the sudden, vicious sound. Twirling around, he flung himself into a racing stride, going as fast as his legs would carry him towards the place where he had left his trail-bike. 
 
    ‘Doug I—’ Chan snapped, clicking off the light and turning to the left. 
 
    ‘He only nicked me I’ Smith answered, kneeling on the track and holding his right shoulder with his left hand. ‘I’m all right. Get after him. I’ll hit the radio.’ 
 
    Throwing a glance at his partner, Chan growled something in Cantonese. Then he sprang from behind the sedan and gave chase. Like every peace officer in Rockabye County, Chan kept himself in excellent physical condition. However his bulky, powerful frame did not lend itself to foot-races. Especially through woodland in the weak light of the half moon. So he could not close the distance separating him from the Owlhoot. Nor, despite it having a beam capable of shining for half a mile, did he make use of the Radar-Lite lantern. With the Owlhoot weaving among the trees, he offered too poor a target for snap-shooting and the lantern’s light would present him with an aiming mark while the detective halted to take the careful aim necessary to hope to hit him. 
 
    Turning to make a fight did not enter the Owlhoot’s head. 
 
    From what he had seen and heard, the occupants of the Pontiac were peace officers. Which meant there must be more of them on the turn-offs. Sheriff Tragg and Chief of Police Hagen would not put out a single decoy in the hope that the Owlhoot selected it for his next target. Probably the tracks and trails were swarming with similar decoys. Called in by radio, they would soon be on his trail. His only hope lay in reaching the trail-bike, getting through the circle of officers and to his truck. So he sped through the trees, hearing the crashing that told at least one man followed him. At last he reached the white oak. With fumbling hands and feet, he managed to holster the Colt,  then mount the trail-bike ready to escape. 
 
    When the growl of the trail motorcycle’s engine reached his ears, Chan cursed again in Cantonese and lengthened his stride. From both ends of the track, the sound of sirens shattered the silence of the night. Although one of them was close by, Chan doubted if its crew could arrive in time to take a hand. Nor could the rolling stake-out cars travel at any speed through the woods once they left the track. Unless he took some definite action, they might still lose the Owlhoot. 
 
    Even as the thought came to Chan, his forward foot sank into an unnoticed hole and was caught beneath a sturdy tree root. Unable to stop himself, he pitched forward and pain knifed into his ankle. Still spluttering oaths, including a variety in English, he sprawled to the ground. Instinct and training caused him to hold up the revolver and lantern. Winded for a few seconds, he recovered in time to hear the trail-bike moving off. 
 
    Figuring that the Owlhoot would be unlikely to stop and make a fight of it, and willing to take his chance if the other did, Chan turned the Radar-Lite’s switch. With the lantern held at arm’s length away, he raked its powerful beam in the direction of the engine’s sound. Fitted with a new battery before being issued to the decoy team, the lantern threw out a cone of light which fully justified its manufacturer’s claims. After a moment, Chan saw the Owlhoot ascending a slope on the trail-bike. Extending the Smith 8c Wesson before him, the detective thumb-cocked and aimed it. He knew that he could not waste time. So, trying to allow for the other’s forward and upward movement, he squeezed the trigger—to make the luckiest shot of his life. 
 
    Although the bullet missed the Owlhoot, it struck his means of transport. A keen combat-shot, Chan used cartridges with flat-faced, truncated cone-shaped heads of the kind designed by hand-gun expert Elmer Keith. Leaving the short barrel at 1,220 feet-per-second, the flying lead spiked through tire’s tread and inner tube to impact against the rim of the wheel with a force that buckled it out of shape. 
 
    Caught in the beam of light, the Owlhoot had just decided to swerve when he felt a savage jolt at the rear of the bike. Then it swung violently, tilting over and sliding from under him. Thrown from the saddle, he passed into the darkness and rolled to a halt against the trunk of a tree. He rose fast, fear spurring him into motion, and moved to put the tree between himself and the detective as the light started to move his way. In the distance one of the sirens died off and voices shouted to the accompaniment of slamming car doors. Already the first of the peace officers’ reinforcements had arrived by the Pontiac sedan. He must get away before they came to join the man who had wrecked the trail-bike. 
 
    Leaving the shelter of the tree, the Owlhoot began a fast swerving dash up the slope. The beam swung back, picking him out as he reached the top. Expecting to feel the sickening impact of lead against his flesh at any moment, he plunged on into the welcome blackness beyond the rim. 
 
    Holding his fire, Chan tried to rise and follow. Agony from his ankle caused him to sink down again. There was no hope of him following the fleeing Owlhoot, so he gave his attention to guiding assistance his way. Flicking off the Radar-Lite’s beam, he stood the lantern on the ground and threw another switch. Instantly the brilliant red safety-flasher began to operate, sending its glow out in regular fiery glares. 
 
    Guided by the flashing red light, help came fast. Dashing up with their assault weapons held ready for use, Deputies Rafferty and Chu skidded to a halt. Concern showed on their faces at the sight of Chan laying on the ground. 
 
    ‘Did he get you, Charlie?’ Chu inquired. 
 
    ‘Naw!’ the detective replied. ‘I sprained my ankle that’s all. Damn it, Charlie Chan’s script-writers never put any blasted great tree roots for him to fall over!’ 
 
    ‘You should try hiring them,’ Rafferty suggested. ‘Which way did he go?’ 
 
    ‘Over the rim,’ Chan answered. ‘Watch him. He’s only used two bullets.’ 
 
    Tour left then,’ Rafferty growled, hefting the Thompson and glancing at its fifty-shot drum magazine. ‘We’ve got him out-numbered, Tommy.’ 
 
    ‘Sure have,’ Chu agreed, for his M.1 carbine’s magazine held fifteen .30 caliber bullets. ‘Will you be all right if we get after him, Charlie?’ 
 
    ‘Get ahead,’ Chan offered. 
 
    ‘Keep the flasher going and your gun ready,’ Rafferty advised as his partner started to move up the slope. ‘The last thing we want is for that bastard to lay hands on a hostage.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do that,’ Chan promised, then nodded to where flashlight beams knifed through the trees. ‘There’s help coming.’ Seeing six more peace officers approaching, Rafferty and Chu advanced up the slope. The number of men available came as no surprise to Chan. Four of them had been on decoy duty at different points along the track, the other two being deputies from the Gusher City Sheriff’s Office who had been riding in another rolling stake-out vehicle. On learning the nature of Chan’s injury, one of the six stayed with him while the remainder followed Rafferty and Chu. The reinforcements carried a variety of arms, two Burgess Radar-Lites and a Voice Commander radio. 
 
    ‘Come on, amigo,’ drawled the big, burly white man who had remained. He was one of the deputies who had volunteered to come along from Presidio County and, not knowing the terrain as well as the local officers, could best be spared to help the injured detective. Holding out his hand, he went on, ‘Let’s get you back to your car.’ 
 
    ‘How’s my partner?’ Chan inquired as the deputy helped him to stand up. 
 
    ‘Doing right well, last I saw of him,’ grinned the Presidio peace officer. ‘Lean on me and keep your weight off that ankle.’ Hobbling slowly back through the trees, Chan told the deputy about his bad luck in the matter of a decoy partner and the reason he attributed to it. Talking kept his mind off the throbbing ache in his injured ankle, but he wondered why the man from Presidio found his words so amusing. Chan soon found out the reason. 
 
    Coming into sight of the Pontiac sedan, the Chinese detective stopped and stared. He could see what had been amusing the Presidio County deputy. 
 
    ‘It’s racial discrimination, that’s what it is!’ Chan wailed. 
 
    Smith sat comfortably on the front bumper of the Pontiac, his bullet-grazed shoulder already bandaged, with two members of the Bureau of Women Officers helping him to don his shirt and jacket. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Seventeen 
 
    If the Owlhoot had found a hiding-place, he might have evaded the cordon of peace officers combing the woods for him. Instead he kept moving. So efficient was Jack Tragg’s disposition of man-power, that the masked man had found himself cut off from his pickup truck and driven southwards away from the city. Every way he turned, the Owlhoot saw the powerful beams of the peace officers’ lights. Overhead a helicopter’s crew scoured the woodland and relayed messages or signals from the ground. 
 
    Suddenly the Owlhoot found himself on a narrow, newly-cut track that ended on the edge of a large clearing. There could be no turning back, for his first group of pursuers fanned out behind him at a distance of about four hundred yards and others spread in a decreasing circle all around him. Even as uncertainty tore at the Owlhoot, he saw a light ahead. Not the searching, probing beams of the peace officers’ lanterns but the steady glow that must come from a window. That meant a house, people, and, so far away from Gusher City, some form of transport. If he could reach the building, acquire a car, he might be able to crash through the searching lawmen and reach safety. 
 
    With that thought in mind, the Owlhoot started to move across the open ground. He went at a fast jog-trot, wondering how soon he would hear shouts or be pin-pointed in the beams of his pursuers’ lights. What he failed to take into consideration was that the peace officers on his trail could not travel at an equal pace to his own. So he covered the half a mile to the source of the light before Rafferty and Chu’s party reached the edge of the clearing. 
 
    While approaching the square glow that might mean safety, the Owlhoot studied it. As he had guessed, it came from the window of what appeared to be a one-story hunting cabin. The building was apparently under construction and only the one window showed a light. What was worse from his point of view, there did not appear to be a vehicle of any kind around the structure. Music sounded from inside the illuminated room and the Owlhoot moved cautiously towards the window. He peeped inside and let out a low hiss of excitement as he recognized the man, woman and two girls gathered at the fireplace. There before him was the answer to his problem. Looking back, he saw lights at the edge of the clearing. Then he went to the cabin’s door and knocked on it. 
 
    ‘What do you reckon, Tommy?’ Rafferty inquired as the Radar-Lites probed across the clearing. 
 
    ‘I’ll swear he hasn’t broken back through our line,’ Chu answered. ‘And we—Somebody just went into a door out there, Pat.’ 
 
    Having seen the oblong of light develop and disappear near to the window’s square glow, Rafferty agreed with his partner’s summation of the situation. 
 
    ‘We’d best not take chances,’ the Irish deputy breathed. ‘We’ll stay put until we’ve asked if anybody else has seen him.’ At Rafferty’s side, a patrolman who had been part of a decoy team held a radio. Calling Black Control, he received a negative answer to the deputy’s question. Rafferty looked at the lighted window and made a wry face. If the Owlhoot had not slipped through the cordon, that could have been him entering the cabin. 
 
    ‘Thing being,’ Rafferty commented, ‘does he live there, or has he tricked his way inside?’ 
 
    Neither possibility struck the listening peace officers as particularly pleasant, and they cared for the latter least of the two. 
 
    ‘Best hold everybody up before they start crossing the clearing, Pat,’ Chu suggested. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ agreed Rafferty. ‘If he’s in with strangers—’ 
 
    ‘Black Control!’ the patrolman said urgently. ‘Order all units to halt at edge of clearing. Suspect may have taken cover in occupied building.’ 
 
    ‘Will do,’ Black Control promised. ‘Sheriff Tragg on his way to join you.’ 
 
    ‘Has he any orders?’ Rafferty asked. The patrolman had already given Black Control their location, so Jack Tragg could find them. 
 
    ‘He says for you to scout the cabin,’ came the reply. ‘A small party, take no chances. Code One?’ 
 
    ‘Code One,’ Rafferty agreed. ‘You, me and Harry with his light, Tommy.’ 
 
    Accompanied by a R. & I. sergeant carrying a Radar-Lite, the deputies left the shelter of the trees. Holding their assault weapons in the ready position, they moved slowly forward. Flashes of light on two sides told them that more members of the operation had reached the edge of the clearing, and following orders had halted there. From the positions of the lights, the deputies estimated that the woods were at no point closer than half a mile to the cabin. 
 
    ‘And all of it open, level ground,’ Chu growled bitterly. ‘Whoever’s building this place isn’t trying to help u—’ 
 
    They had covered less than half the distance by that time and Chu’s words ended as they saw the cabin’s door open. A figure came out, then the door closed quickly. Instantly the trio sank to their knees. 
 
    ‘Just one man and headed this way!’ breathed the sergeant. 
 
    ‘Get the light on him,’ Rafferty ordered. ‘We’ll be covering you, but hold it out to one side.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way,’ the sergeant answered, holding his lantern out at arm’s length and directing its beam towards the cabin. He illuminated the figure and went on, ‘That’s not the Owlhoot!’ 
 
    ‘Kill the light!’ Rafferty snapped and darkness returned abruptly. 
 
    The man who came running towards the peace officers was tall, thick-set and had gray hair. Although he wore an old sweater, washed-out blue jeans and moccasins, the trio knew him to be one of the richest, most influential men in Rockabye County. Lowering the weapons they had lined to provide covering fire, should it be necessary, for the man with the Radar-Lite, the deputies moved forward. 
 
    ‘What’s up, Mr. Heveren?’ Rafferty asked, without really needing to, but wanting to know the worst. 
 
    Coming up at a fast trot, the oil magnate stopped. He paused to catch his breath, then pointed in the direction from which he had appeared. 
 
    ‘It’s the Owlhoot. He’s in the cabin.’ 
 
    ‘We figured he might be,’ Rafferty growled. ‘Is he holding your wife?’ 
 
    ‘And daughters,’ Heveren confirmed. 
 
    ‘Let’s get back to the trees,’ Rafferty suggested. ‘The sheriff’s on his way here and he’ll want to hear what you have to say.’ 
 
    Jack Tragg arrived ten minutes after Heveren and the deputies had returned to the edge of the clearing. Having made their way to Black Sector as soon as they heard of the Owlhoot being sighted, Alice Fayde and Brad Counter had followed the sheriff. They stood with Doctor Hertel. The psychologist had accompanied Jack in case his services might be required. 
 
    ‘I thought it might be your new hunting cabin, Paul,’ Jack said to Heveren. 
 
    ‘Maggie and the girls decided we’d come out and start painting it this afternoon,’ Heveren answered. ‘They sent the car back to town so that I couldn’t sneak off on them. Hell! We never gave the Owlhoot a thought—’ 
 
    ‘It’s not likely you would,’ Jack put in as the words tapered away. ‘You’re too old to go necking on a turn-off.’ 
 
    ‘That old you never get,’ Heveren answered. 
 
    Unlike his counterparts on the ‘intellectual’ television shows, Heveren lived a contented home life. He had no mistresses or illegitimate children and his family meant everything to him. Making his flippant reply to the sheriff’s statement helped to relieve his nervous tension. Despite his position of influence in the county, he did not start to make impossible demands for his family to be rescued. 
 
    ‘What happened, Paul?’ Jack prompted, satisfied that the other had recovered sufficient composure to continue. 
 
    ‘He knocked at the door and, like a fool, I opened it. Next thing I knew, the barrel of a Peacemaker was poking my favorite navel and he was backing me into the room. I went. One thing I learned at my pappy’s knee was never to argue with a cocked revolver ‘ 
 
    ‘That’s right sensible advice,’ Jack drawled. 
 
    ‘He got me inside and shut the door,’ Heveren went on. ‘I tell you, the look in his eyes scared me. Kept the gun in my guts and told Maggie to rope the girls into chairs. Then he went to stand by Gloria, with the gun shoved into her ribs, and made me tie Maggie. There wasn’t a thing I could do, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘You did the right thing, going along with him,’ Jack replied, but he hoped his deep concern did not show. When the Owlhoot’s trail-bike had been searched, the two female victims’ tights had been in his saddlebag. ‘Why’d he send you out?’ 
 
    ‘To tell you what he wants.’ 
 
    ‘What does he want?’ 
 
    ‘A car sent out to him in the morning as soon as it’s light,’ Heveren answered. ‘Then he’s fixing to drive to the airport where we’ll have a plane waiting, with a pilot and enough fuel for it to reach Cuba.’ 
 
    Exclamations rose from the listening peace officers, but Jack waved them to silence. 
 
    ‘What else, Paul?’ 
 
    ‘To make sure your boys don’t interfere, Jack, he’ll have Gloria with him. He said to tell you that he’ll have his Colt stuck into her ribs all the time—with the trigger tied back and his thumb holding the hammer at full cock.’ 
 
    Jack Tragg sucked in a long, deep breath and slapped his palms against his thighs. If the Owlhoot did as he had threatened, he held a mighty powerful hand. Even if one of the trained snipers cared to gamble with the girl’s life over a range of half a mile, he could not be used. The moment a bullet struck the Owlhoot, his thumb would relax its hold on the hammer-spur and the Peacemaker would drive its 250-grain load into the girl. 
 
    ‘We might try moving in before dawn, Jack,’ Rafferty remarked. 
 
    ‘The Owlhoot says he’ll start shooting if he hears anything suspicious,’ Heveren warned. ‘He looked loco enough to keep his word.’ 
 
    ‘What does he look like, Paul?’ Brad put in, moving forward. ‘I mean his build, not his features.’ 
 
    ‘Tall, slim,’ Heveren replied. ‘Nothing noticeable about him, except for the way he’s dressed.’ 
 
    ‘Would you say he’s athletic?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘Impressive?’ 
 
    ‘Only while he’s lining a gun on you. Anybody’s impressive then.’ 
 
    ‘What’s it all about, Brad?’ Jack demanded. 
 
    Instead of answering the sheriff, the big blond turned to the psychologist. ‘How sure are you about the Owlhoot’s motivation, doctor?’ 
 
    ‘I could be right,’ Hertel replied. ‘Or he may have a hundred other reasons for his behavior.’ 
 
    ‘Have you got something, Brad?’ Alice demanded. 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ the blond deputy replied and explained his plan, finishing, ‘Do you think it could work, doctor?’ 
 
    ‘It could, if I’m right about him,’ Hertel admitted. ‘If not, you could endanger the girl’s life.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve thought about that, too,’ Brad said grimly. ‘Unless he takes the bait, I’ll back off so fast you’ll not see me for dust.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think, Paul?’ Jack inquired. 
 
    Heveren took his time in answering. Looking at the big blond, he thought of all he had heard about Brad’s career in the Sheriff’s Office. It was calculated to give the oil-man confidence. However, Heveren was not going to be rushed into such an important decision. He studied the situation from all sides before making his reply. 
 
    ‘I don’t like risking Gloria’s life. But I don’t like the idea of a crazy son-of-a-bitch like the Owlhoot being let get away. The longer he has Gloria, the more chance something will go wrong. Or he’s loco enough to go kill-crazy and drop her. We’ll have the plane arranged, just in case, but I’m willing to let Brad try out his idea.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Eighteen 
 
    ‘It looks like your pappy’s done made his tame law-dogs do just like I told him,’ the Owlhoot announced, turning from the side of the window to glare his triumph at Mrs. Heveren and the two girls who still sat tied to chairs. 
 
    Despite the uncomfortable, trying, unnerving night they had spent, the woman and her daughters showed neither panic nor fear. Much as the Owlhoot had wanted to play his games with them, concern for his own safety had prevented him from doing so. He had kept awake all night, prowling the room and peering worriedly out of the window. 
 
    At last dawn had come and a car left the track to start moving across the clearing in the direction of the cabin. Clearly Heveren had insisted that the peace officers took no chances which might endanger the lives of his family. Typical of a stinking capitalist cheat, the Owlhoot mused, and just what could be expected from the corrupt neo-Fascist lawmen who were the tools of Heveren’s kind. The vehicle placed at the Owlhoot’s disposal was an imported, two-seat convertible with its top down to show that it carried only one man. 
 
    Drawing his Colt, he crossed to Gloria Heveren’s side. Tall, slender, red-headed, the girl wore much the same type of clothing as her father, mother and sister. On being set free, she remained seated and bit down a gasp as restored circulation sent throbbing pain through her arms and hands. She heard the click of the hammer going back to full cock and knew enough about guns to understand the implications of the sound. Obediently, she rose as the Owlhoot pressed the Colt’s muzzle against her side and told her to stand up. 
 
    ‘Start walking and no tricks!’ he ordered. ‘You’d best start praying that nobody gets smart. If they do, you’re wolf-bait.’ 
 
    ‘Do just what he says, Gloria,’ Mrs. Heveren counseled. 
 
    ‘I will, mom,’ the girl promised. 
 
    With the Owlhoot close on her heels, his revolver gouging into her ribs, Gloria crossed the room. She wondered what her father and the sheriff planned to do. It seemed unlikely that they would yield mildly to the masked man’s demands. Gloria did not want him to escape. Unlike her more intellectual and liberal college friends, she did not regard criminals as praiseworthy rebels against society. Sensibly she thought of them as they were, a danger to the innocent people whose paths they crossed. So, while she obeyed, Gloria remained constantly alert for a chance to break the hold the Owlhoot had on the law. If she could do it without endangering her mother and sister, she meant to escape from her captor. 
 
    Looking over Gloria’s shoulder as she opened the door, the Owlhoot saw the car turn to face the way it had come and halt. Its driver climbed out and, for the first time, the Owlhoot became aware of how the other was dressed. It might have been an old-West peace officer who stepped clear of the M.G. MGB convertible and swung towards the cabin. With one exception, the newcomer’s clothing matched the period of the Owlhoot’s own garments. 
 
    Collected from his apartment during the night, Brad wore a low-crowned, wide-brimmed white Stetson with a silver concha-decorated band around it. A scarlet silk bandana trailed its long ends down his tan-colored shirt and his Levis pants hung cowhand style outside his high-heeled, fancy-stitched boots. On the left breast of his shirt, his deputy’s badge glinted in the early morning sun. Only his gunbelt did not belong to the old West. He still retained his official rig, carrying his big automatic in a holster designed for the advanced techniques of jet-age pistoleros. Men like Sheriff Jack Weaver of Lancaster, California, Thell Reed, Elden Carl, Ray Chapman and the great Colonel Jeff Cooper had developed fast-draw shooting to a degree Mark Counter—no slouch in his day—Wes Hardin, Ben Thompson or even the fabulous Rio Hondo gun wizard, Dusty Fog, [xxv] could not have equaled. Brad could claim to be a very apt student of modern combat shooting, able to rank alongside the best. 
 
    Normally he only produced his old West clothing during Frontier Week, when all the deputies dressed in the traditional style. None of the men who had seen him that morning had laughed or commented about his archaic appearance, although it would usually have been the subject of levity. There was nothing amusing in the present situation. Three women’s lives depended on Brad’s clothes triggering off the right response from the Owlhoot. That was no laughing matter. 
 
    ‘All right, John Law!’ the Owlhoot shouted. ‘Turn and start walking.’ 
 
    Standing on slightly separated feet, with his arms folded, Brad braced himself for the moment of truth. The next few seconds would prove or disprove Doctor Hertel’s theory about what made the masked man tick. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong, Owlhoot?’ the big blond asked. ‘Don’t you reckon you could take me to get the car?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need to take you!’ the Owlhoot answered and stabbed the Colt’s barrel harder into Gloria’s side. ‘Light a shuck out of here!’ 
 
    ‘You’re supposed to be the big, lightning-fast pistolero,’ Brad pointed out without moving. ‘All you’ve done so far is slap down unarmed men and rough up women. Now you’re hiding behind that girl’s skirts. I say you don’t have the guts to come out and face me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m warning you—!’ the Owlhoot began. 
 
    ‘You’re not warning me,’ Brad interrupted. ‘You’re making loud talk while hiding behind that girl’s skirts. There’s a radio in the car and every word we’re saying’s going out over the local network. So I’m telling you that I’m the best gun in the Sheriff’s Office and I’m calling you for a showdown. How about it, Owlhoot, have you the guts to face me, or do I show you for a down-in-your-boots, tail-dragging, gun-shy Digger Indian.’ Every word Brad spoke stabbed through the Owlhoot, for the terms meant cowardice in the old West. Yet they also sent a tingling excitement coursing inside him. At least he faced the ultimate situation of the gun-toting bad man; the time when he must go up against an armed peace officer. He remembered how he had beaten other men in fast-draw shoot-outs against an electronic timer and recalled how he had registered speeds of twenty-hundredths of a second. Surely no lesser man could equal or even approach his lightning fast reflexes when pulling a gun. It seemed highly unlikely. However his caution did not entirely desert him. 
 
    ‘And after I’ve faced you down, some sniper drops me, huh?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll still have the girl,’ Brad pointed out. ‘I’ll back off so you can bring her to sit in the car. Then, if you can take me, you can get in and drive off. There’s a jet at the airport waiting to take you to Cuba. It’s your choice how you go to it. Tell me to walk away and I’ll do it, but what’ll all the kids who respect you think if that’s the way you play it?’ 
 
    Unwittingly Brad had again struck a nerve. The Owlhoot did not doubt that their conversation was being relayed to the local radio network and being heard by his pupils. If he backed down, told the big blond deputy to walk away, they would despise him as a coward. After his departure, the peace officers would eventually discover his true identity. When his pupils learned that their teacher and the Owlhoot were one and the same, their respect for him would rocket beyond anything he could have hoped to attain by his scholastic prowess. 
 
    But that would only be so if he took the challenge. 
 
    ‘I’ll hold my hands shoulder high to give you a start, if you want an edge,’ Brad drawled mockingly, guessing by the Owlhoot’s hesitation that his plan might be succeeding. 
 
    ‘I don’t need any edge!’ the masked man snarled. ‘Back off from the car and I’ll do what you said.’ 
 
    Slowly, gauging the distance with his eyes, Brad backed away from his car. He came to a halt twenty yards from its front bumper, keeping his arms folded and watching every move the other man made. At no time while approaching the M.G. did the Owlhoot take the revolver from Gloria’s ribs. When the girl slipped inside and behind the steering wheel, the Owlhoot holstered his Colt. 
 
    ‘Try to start it and I’ll go back and kill your folks,’ the Owlhoot warned Gloria, then looked at Brad. ‘Put your arms down, I don’t need any edge.’ 
 
    The words came as a relief to Brad. While he professed contempt for ‘fast-draw’ exponents, he knew that some of them could produce and fire a gun with blinding speed. So he had no desire to be at too great a disadvantage. Fear for his own safety was not the main factor. The law would never have a better chance of breaking the Owlhoot’s hold over them than right at that moment. 
 
    Slowly Brad lowered his hands to his sides. ‘Count to three, Gloria,’ he said quietly. ‘You can start when you feel like it, Owlhoot.’ 
 
    ‘One!’ Gloria croaked, then fought to keep her nerve. Like Brad, she knew just how much was at stake. ‘Two! Three!’ Down snapped the Owlhoot’s right hand, closing about the Peacemaker’s pearl handle and starting to pivot the barrel from leather. He was fast, very fast—although his twenty-hundredth of a second draws had not taken reaction time into consideration, being gauged by the first movement of the revolver starting the clock. Even as the Colt began to slant into line, he realized that the deputy could match his speed. 
 
    ‘Now!’ Brad’s brain signaled at the first movement of the Owlhoot’s hand. 
 
    Like a flash, Brad flexed his right elbow and opened his right hand. Sweeping towards the shaped butt of the big automatic, his forefinger slipped under the long tang of the safety-strap and freed it from its retaining stud. Held in place by tension, the strap’s loop sprang upwards from its place around the drawn-back hammer and left the automatic free to leave the holster. Leaning backwards, Brad speed-rocked the automatic from leather. Not until its barrel slanted in the Owlhoot’s direction did his forefinger enter the trigger-guard or thumb push down the enlarged catch of the manual safety. For all that, in one quarter of a second, held just over the holster and with the fly-off strap still rising into the air, the automatic crashed. 
 
    There were few faster ways of getting off a shot than the speed-rock, but it was a close-quarters method of firing. So, if it came to a point, was any method of instinctive alignment shooting. Automatic and revolver roared at almost the same moment. Slightly ahead of the dust spurt between Brad’s feet, the Owlhoot’s Stetson spun from his head with a hole in the top of the crown. Snarling in near hysteria, the masked man cocked his Peacemaker on the recoil and thumbed off another shot. 
 
    And then he learned the true meaning of the old gunfighters’ saying, ‘Speed’s fine—but accuracy is final.’ 
 
    Instead of shooting again from the hip, Brad took the time—brief as it was—to come up into the shoulder high, double-handed stance perfected by Sheriff Jack Weaver. Ignoring the sound of the Owlhoot’s second shot whistling by his head, Brad looked along the cocking slide of his automatic and lined its sights. Gently he squeezed the trigger and the gun cracked. 
 
    Thumbing back the hammer for another shot, the Owlhoot felt the powerful bullet rip into the left side of his chest. Flung backwards, clear of the whirling black powder smoke from his revolver, he spun in a circle. The Peacemaker’s barrel sagged down and the hammer fell. Again the old revolver bellowed, its load throwing up dirt halfway between the two men. The recoil ripped the Colt from the Owlhoot’s limp fingers. Crumpling at the knees, he measured his length belly down on the ground. 
 
    Slowly Brad lowered his automatic. The desperate gamble, based on the assumption that the Owlhoot committed his crimes for kicks, had come off. Deprived of the ability to win in sports or games, he had been unable to resist the challenge at the one thing in which he had excelled. The big blond walked forward and looked at the white-faced girl sitting rigid behind the wheel of his M.G. 
 
    ‘It’s over, Gloria,’ he said gently. 
 
    Cars rocketed from all sides of the clearing, converging on the cabin at reckless speed. Brad ignored them as he went to kneel alongside the Owlhoot. One glance at the man’s back told the blond deputy all he needed to know. He had shot to kill and achieved his intention. Turning the body over, Brad drew down the bandana to expose a thin, weak-chinned, pallid, plain-featured face. The Zapata moustache, grown as a student, had been shaved off when it became an object of derision to the Owlhoot’s students. 
 
    Brad heard a gasp from behind him and looked around. Gloria Heveren leaned on the M.G.’s door and stared down. 
 
    ‘What is it, Gloria?’ 
 
    ‘I—I know him, Brad I—’ 
 
    ‘Who is he?’ the big blond asked. 
 
    ‘His name is Maurice Traverson,’ the girl replied. ‘His mother is—’ 
 
    ‘The president of the Rockabye County Anti-Violence League,’ Brad finished for her and removed the bandana, using it to cover the Owlhoot’s face. 
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