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They called him Chopper,
because of the way he destroyed his victims. Peace Officers claimed
he was the most ruthless hired killer since Beguinage
...

Then he made a mistake. He
gunned down two of the elite Company Z, and suddenly not only the
boys of Z were after him, but also Rapido Clint. The hunt spread to
England, the trail of Mr. J. G. Reeder, and Clint and Reeder found
they had an identical problem – to discover the identity of Chopper
... then destroy him!
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Author's Note

 


Once again, we wish to thank Ms. Penelope
Wallace for her kind permission to bring back her father’s best
loved detective, Mr. J.G. Reeder.

To save ‘old hands’ from
repetition, but for the benefit of readers new to our work, we have
included certain background information regarding Alvin
Dustine ‘Rapido Clint’ Fog—known later as ‘Cap’ —the organization operated by
Mr. J.G. Reeder and various terms about which we have frequently
received requests for clarification in the form of
Appendices.

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

Lastly, as we refuse to pander to the
current ‘trendy’ usage of the metric system, except when referring
to the calibers of certain weapons traditionally measured in
millimeters—i.e., Walther P 8. 9mm—we still continue to employ
miles, yards, feet, inches, stones, pounds and ounces, when quoting
distances and weights.

J.T. EDSON

 



Chapter One – Why Don’t You Get the
Chopper?

 


 ‘I’m
right pleased I let you talk me into coming here instead of going
to the Alhambra, ’specially as Haysoff Spades’d called in sick and
won’t be showing tonight,’ declared one member of the audience,
crossing the foyer towards the exit of the Interstate Vaudeville
Theatre in Fort Worth, Texas, at the conclusion of the Monday
evening performance. Tall and burly, in his early thirties, with
close cropped blond hair upon which he was setting a tan colored
J.B. Stetson hat that had a Luskey Roll crease in its crown, his
ruggedly good looking features were reddened by the sun rather than
tanned. Like his Texas drawl, his features were suggestive of
Teutonic and most probably Germanic origins. ‘That was what I’d
call a pretty good show, but the fancy pants dude’s they’ve got for
their head he—hooper comedian was way too fast for me. Way he kept on
spitting out his quips one straight after another, a man’d be like’
to think’s how he was in one hell of a hurry to finish his act and
get off on his way someplace.’

‘He for certain wasn’t
letting no flies settle on his tongue, Dutchy,’ conceded the man to
whom the comment was made, displaying the usual disregard of ethnic
origins frequent amongst Texans. 1
The Stetson he was donning had obviously begun its
long life as white, with a Denton Pinch crease, but the passing of
time and exposure to the elements had turned it a greenish-grey
hue. Matching the blond in height, but considerably older, he had
the lean and leathery look indicative of long hours spent out of
doors in all kinds of weather. While not otherwise given to
displaying his emotions, there was something in the blue eyes of his oak brown face which
suggested a dry sense of humor. ‘But I reckon’s how he’s got
something and’s like’ to go far as a “comedic-alian” should he
start to think a mite about where-at he is and who-all he’s playing
to.’

‘You reckon so, huh?’
inquired the burly man, his attitude implying he regarded the
opinion of his companion as worthy of consideration.

‘That I do,’ confirmed the
second speaker, with the air of supplying information of great
importance. ‘Fact being, while we was back of the stage through the
“entry-misserion” and you was lollygagging with all them fancy lil
dancing gals, that’s what I told Bob O’Donnell over a cup of coffee
in his office.’

‘Coffee?’ the blond challenged.

‘Well, I do admit it
looked more like Limey
tea without milk and didn’t taste over much like
Arbuckle’s,’ 2
the older man admitted, his accent implying he too
had been born and raised in the Lone Star State.

‘Would it have tasted
like sourmash?’
‘Dutchy’ queried dryly.

‘Sourmash, with Bob O’Donnell?’ the older man gasped,
but his next words indicated that his disbelief over the question
had not arisen from the fact that he knew the possession and
drinking of alcoholic beverages was illegal under the ‘Volstead
Act’. ‘Why it was best “Kaintuck” bourbon no less!’

‘Which’s against the law of
these United States, I’ve heard tell,’ the blond remarked. ‘But I’m
no snitcher. Anyways, what’d you tell him?’

‘“Bob”, I said,’ the
elderly Texan replied. ‘“Why don’t you tell that young Hope feller
to haul back on his reins a mite and give all us good folks in the
‘order-inance’ a chance to keep up with all them right funny things
I reckon he was spouting. Kind of ‘reminder-ate’ him’s how this’s
Texas, it’s high summer and hotter’n the hot place. Us folks ain’t
going nowheres, but’ve come in here to ‘ree-laxative’ ’n’ be made
happy. We don’t want to have to go chasing after words, no matter
how ‘commer-ical’. Hell, Bob,” I said. “Way he was going on,
you’d’ve thought’s how he was holding a ‘contest-ical’ with us
having to guess what he was saying.”’

‘And what’d Bob say to
that?’

‘Allowed’s how he’d been
thinking along them “pre-zactical” same lines his own self and
aimed to drop by ’n’ tell that young Hope feller to slow down a
mite.’ 3 If any of the
people leaving the theatre had been listening to the conversation
taking place between the two men it would have presented puzzling
aspects to them. For one thing, it implied they were allowed to go
backstage during the intermission. This was a privilege granted to
very few who were not in some way connected with the entertainment
business, and neither of the men looked to have that distinction.
Furthermore, the elderly Texan apparently not only had access to
Robert ‘Bob’ O’Donnell—who was head of the Interstate Vaudeville
Circuit and of considerable importance in theatrical circles
throughout the whole of the United States—but had proffered advice
which had been acted upon. Yet, although the impresario was far
from being a snob who sought to remain unapproachable to all but
those of influence, there was no visible sign of why either had
been accorded such preferential treatment. Certainly nothing in
their appearance gave the impression that their acceptance could
have been caused by one or the other possessing wealth or high
social standing in the community. Their attire was that of ordinary
working cowhands visiting what was still known as ‘Cowtown’—because
of its long standing association with the cattle business which,
despite the growing prominence of the oil industry, was still a
major factor in the economy of the Lone Star State—for an evening
of relaxation and entertainment. 4

Although he had not been inside to see the
show, one person at least on the sidewalk could have explained the
matter. Of medium height, skinny, with sallow, sharp and unpleasant
features, he was cheaply dressed in a brown three-piece suit,
grubby white shirt and multi-hued necktie with a knot hardly larger
than a pea. Having earned his living since early childhood by
illicit means, generally specializing in picking pockets, Hubert
‘Fingers’ Kretzmer had good cause to know Jubal Branch and Hans
‘Dutchy’ Soehnen. They were sergeants in the Texas Rangers and, as
such, were regarded as men of considerable consequence throughout
the State.

Even though Kretzmer had
not started his usual depredations on the property of the crowd, he
had every thief s reluctance to being brought into contact with
peace officers of any kind even if—as was the case with the two
Texas Rangers—they did not have specific jurisdiction in that
particular locality. Deciding neither
sergeant had seen him and letting out a sigh of relief, he began to
slouch away with the intention of finding a safer area in which to
ply his illicit trade. However, just as he had got clear of the
crowd, he felt a large hand descend upon his shoulder. Trying to
pull away, still without looking to his rear, he was gently yet
firmly swung around.

‘What’s up, Fingers?’
Dutchy Soehnen inquired, with what sounded like pained
disappointment, and he lowered his hand from the shoulder he had
grasped. ‘Way you started to light a shuck as soon’s you saw Jubal
and me, a man’d be like’ think you wasn’t friends with us no
more.’

‘I ain’t done
nothing wrong!’ the
pickpocket protested, looking around nervously, regardless of the
fact that for once he was completely innocent of
offense.

‘Whenever did you?’ Jubal
Branch inquired and, moving forward with his companion, he helped
to ease their captive into the recessed doorway of a store adjacent
to the theatre. ‘And there ain’t no call for you to be looking for
ole Lightning. Even though he’s the best danged bluetick coon-hound
ever sired, I never take him with me to the “thee … hater” on
account of he will start up howling along of the music.’

‘I wouldn’t try taking a
greaser standoff, though, on account of him not being to hand to
run you down,’ Soehnen advised, a timbre of menace underlying his
seemingly amiable words. ‘Jubal and me had us a meal down to the
Cattlemen’s Hotel afore the show and, with the size of the steaks
they serve inside us, we wouldn’t take kind at all to having to
chase after you.’

‘Been working hard?’ Branch
asked, his manner apparently solicitous.

‘No I ain’t!’ Kretzmer
asserted and, although his abstinence from crime resulted from not
having been granted time to start, he adopted an air of
self-righteous co-operation. ‘We all know you don’t have no
right to, but you can put
your hands through me happen you’re so minded.’

‘Why thank you most to
death,’ the older sergeant replied sardonically. ‘Would you do the
“honor-ablies”, Dutchy?’

‘It’d be a
privilege,’ Soehnen
declared, aware that his companion’s mispronunciation of words had
started as a ploy to appear less shrewd and intelligent than he was
and had now developed into an unshakable habit.

Working swiftly, with the deftness of long
practice, the blond sergeant set about searching Kretzmer. He found
no weapons. Nor, knowing the man with whom he was dealing, had he
expected to. Being an errant coward, the little pickpocket always
whined when he was caught instead of offering physical resistance,
unless the victim was elderly, infirm, or an obviously weak and
helpless woman. However, although there were other things which he
might have been expected to have in his possession, these too were
absent. Failing to find them, in addition to checking the
conventional pockets, Soehnen ran his fingers around the bottom of
the jacket and over the loosely fitting vest without detecting
bulges to indicate stolen property had been concealed there.

‘Looks like he’s clean,’
Branch assessed, watching his companion step back and give a
shrug.

‘I wouldn’t go so far’s to
say that,’ the
burly blond replied, wiping his hands on his sides as if wishing to
remove something unpleasant from them. ‘But he’s not toting
muggle, 5 nor anything
harder, and he’s not packing anybody else’s belongings.’

‘I told you I hadn’t done
nothing wrong,’
the little pickpocket pointed out. Then, encouraged by the
knowledge that neither peace officer had a reputation for
subjecting criminals to rough handling except in justifiable
self-defense, he allowed his indignation to prompt him into
continuing, ‘There’s some’s might reckon you should’ve
better things to do with
your time than pushing ’round innocent folks like me.’

‘Day you’re
innocent, that’s the day
I start voting Republican,’ Branch drawled and eyed Kretzmer
quizzically. ‘So what’s these better things you reckon’s how Dutchy
’n’ me could be doing?’

‘Maybe you’ve got something
to tell us about whatever new kind of meanness good ole Hogan
Turtle’s boys’re doing these days?’ Soehnen suggested.

‘I don’t know
nothing about what
they’re doing,’ Kretzmer replied hastily. ‘Nor want to!’

‘Nothing at all?’ Branch
queried.

‘Not a single Goddamned
thing!’ the pickpocket insisted. Then, wanting to remove any
impression which he might inadvertently have give the peace
officers about his ability to supply information on the illicit
activities of a man whose family had been very prominent in the
criminal circles of Texas even before independence was won from
Mexico in 1836, 6
he continued with the first thing that came into
his head. ‘Why don’t you get the Chopper?’

‘The Chopper?’ Branch
repeated quietly, darting a glance at his companion. ‘Now why do
you reckon we should start looking for him in particular?’

‘Is he around?’ Soehnen
demanded and there was no longer any trace of the sardonic mock
friendliness in his voice. ‘Or even in Texas?’

Regardless of where he might serve in the
United States, no peace officer would consider with equanimity the
possibility of the criminal to whom Kretzmer had referred being in
his bailiwick!

Although he had only struck once in Texas,
‘the Chopper’ was a very successful professional killer. As he
never tried to conceal his guilt, but invariably advertised it
through the local newspapers, he had numerous successes elsewhere
to his credit. For all that, despite every Federal, State, County
and municipal law enforcement agency having tried to discover it,
his true identity remained unknown. Such was the excellence of his
ability as an organizer, that even those clients known to have
employed him and who could be induced to talk about him, could not
supply a lead traceable to him. Nor were informers, who could
almost always ferret out secrets, any more productive, in spite of
a large reward being offered. Every piece of information which it
was hoped would direct the search to him had petered out at what
was obviously a low level of the chain he had created through which
customers could make contact. Only one thing was known for certain
and even this was far from helpful. He was a master of disguise
and, so far as was known, had never adopted the same one twice.
While it was assumed he could not be bulky in build, despite having
appeared to be on occasion, descriptions by witnesses had
established only that he was neither exceptionally tall nor
noticeably short.

‘Now how would I know a
thing like that?’ Kretzmer
asked, silently cursing himself for the impulse which had led him
to mention that particular name. His manner was far from
convincing, even though his next words were true. ‘I’ve never even
so much as laid eyes on him!’

‘But you know
something,’ Branch
insisted.

‘Not me!’ the pickpocket
denied vehemently, but again without being able to give an
appearance of veracity.

‘Do you know something,
Dutchy?’ Branch asked, sounding as if
shocked by a thought which had just struck him. ‘Did I know such
just couldn't be,
I’d think good ole Fingers was a-fibbing!’

‘Never, for shame!’ Soehnen
gasped, in well simulated horror and disbelief.

‘My eyes ain’t’s good’s
they used to be—and never was,’ the older sergeant remarked to his
companion. ‘So do you mind who-all was in the “order-inance”
tonight, amigo?’

‘I saw Tobe O’Reilly, Jimmy
Tillet, Fernando Robles ’n’ Wee Willie Wolf,’ the younger peace
officer replied, aware that the other had excellent vision and
guessing what prompted the question. ‘Fact being, now you’ve called
it to mind, there was a whole slew more fellers who, should
everybody have their rightful rights, ought to be in our “Bible
Two”.’ 7

‘Now that’s what I call
“hinter-tresting”,’ Branch admitted and his pensive mein was not
entirely assumed.

On having noticed there were a number of
prominent criminals in the audience, knowing the theatre to be very
popular on account of the high quality of its entertainment, the
elderly sergeant had considered it was no more than a coincidence
they were present. Attending the ‘first night’, even of a show
which would be changed at the end of the week, had a cachet which
was not restricted to the honest and wealthy. Law breakers also
sought to attain the sense of superiority which arose from being
able to boast of having attended a performance as early in its run
as possible.

Given the suggestion aroused by Kretzmer’s
comment, Branch was beginning to envisage another possibility, and
he did not doubt it had also occurred to his companion!

If a crime of magnitude was
known to be in the offing, particularly one which was the specialty
of the Chopper, prominent criminals—even if not involved
personally—felt it advisable to ensure they had an alibi capable of
standing up during the subsequent investigation. Furthermore the
Chopper, without giving the identity or time selected for
the demise of his victim, was in the habit
of issuing a warning of his proposed activity so that such
precautions could be taken. Knowing it was coming, but not where,
to whom, or—even if having hired him—when he would strike, they
would take care to keep themselves on public display as much as
possible until it was done.

All of which, both sergeants realized,
pointed to there having been a special significance behind what the
pickpocket had hoped was nothing more than a distraction and
irritant for the way they were treating him!

It was a thought no peace officer worth his
salt would ignore!

The first problem was how to elicit whatever
scraps of information Kretzmer had gathered!

Although the pickpocket had never been a
regular ‘stool pigeon’ motivated by monetary gain, more through
fear of the consequences of discovery than out of any loyalty to
his fellow law breakers, Branch and Soehnen had the experience to
apply a persuasion calculated to make him tell what he knew.

‘How many of ’em are still
around, Dutchy?’ the older sergeant inquired, nodding towards the
street in a pointed fashion.

‘Most all of them,’ the
blond peace officer reported, after having stepped away far enough
to be able to see the front of the theatre.

‘I thought they might be,
in the “circum-stanticals”,’ Branch claimed. ‘What say we take good
ole Fingers out there all friendly-like and, making good ’n’ sure
they can hear, thank him right kindly for telling us all we wanted
to know?’

‘Why sure. And I’ve got a
ten spot here to give him for doing it,’ Soehnen assented, taking
out his wallet and extracting a bill of that denomination from it.
‘Like they say, the laborer is worthy of getting paid.’

‘Paid!’ Kretzmer yelped in alarm. ‘I didn’t tell you
nothing!’

‘You know that and we know
that,’ Branch pointed out, seemingly with commiseration. ‘Trouble
being, will those jaspers out there know it?’

‘Or the Chopper, comes down
to a real sharp point,’ the younger sergeant supplemented, ‘when
word gets to him—as you know’s well we do it will—as how we was
heard to say we didn’t even know
he—even if we don’t name
names—was in Texas.’

While Kretzmer could not by
any stretch of the imagination be termed intelligent, he was able
to appreciate the full ramifications of the conversation. Even when
he was under the influence of marijuana, which he was not at that
moment—the interrupted foray to pick pockets having been intended
to procure the wherewithal to purchase a supply—he was never
courageous. Being ‘cold turkey’, he was even less inclined to
valor. Therefore, realizing how a course of action such as had been
suggested by the sergeants could be misinterpreted, he felt as if
an ice cold hand was running up and down his spine. On hearing of
what would appear to have been a betrayal for financial gain, which
was sure to happen, the Chopper would take reprisals of a most
painful and, eventually, a fatal nature. He had done so on three
previous occasions when he had considered he had been endangered in
a similar way by stool pigeons.

However, the little pickpocket knew all too
well how he could avoid being placed in such dire peril!

Should Kretzmer supply the little
information he possessed, the code by which the two sergeants
operated would ensure he was allowed to go on his way without
having been seen in their company.

‘Time’s a-wasting!’ Soehnen
briskly, when satisfied the pickpocket had thought over the
situation to its full, ‘Let’s get going!’

‘Hold hard!’ Kretzmer
gasped, backing further into the doorway. ‘I can’t tell you
much, but you can have
all I know. The word is that the Chopper’s got hisself a contract
here in Cowtown and you know him. He allus lets the biggies know
when he’s going to make a hit on their range.’

‘And he let
you know?’ the blond
sergeant inquired dryly, aware the man he was addressing had never
by any stretch of the imagination qualified as a ‘biggie’ in
criminal circles.

‘You know he didn’t!’ the
pickpocket asserted, deciding this was no time for
self-aggrandizement, especially as it would not have been accepted
by his well-informed audience. ‘But I know one of Tobe O’Reilly’s
boys real good and he told me’s the word’d come.’

‘Has Tobe got any notions
on who-all’s going down?’ Branch inquired.

‘Billy didn’t say so,’
Kretzmer replied, then realized what could
have been implied by the question. ‘Hell, you don’t reckon’s how
Hogan Turtle’d need to bring in the Chopper should he need anybody
taking out, do you?’

Before either sergeant could reply to the
question, there was an interruption!

Two shots from a heavy caliber weapon
cracked somewhere on the other side of the street!


Chapter Two – All Hell’ll Break Loose

 


Losing their interest
in Hurbert ‘Fingers’ Kretzmer, Sergeants Jubal Branch and Hans ‘Dutchy’
Soehnen, without needing to consciously think of what they were
doing, reacted instantly to the sound of the shots. As they were
swinging around, each was instinctively reaching with his right
hand towards where he carried a weapon in concealment. Nor did they
require an extensive search to locate part of what they needed to
know. On the opposite sidewalk, almost facing their position,
although his equally prosperous looking companion showed no sign of
being injured, a well-dressed man clearly had been hit by at least
one of the bullets and was going down.

Each of the sergeants was
already starting to arm himself by the time they emerged from the
recessed doorway of the store into which they had taken the
pickpocket to be interviewed. Reaching swiftly beneath the rear of
his ancient looking and loosely fitting open brown jacket, the
elder brought an obviously well used ivory handled Colt Civilian
Model Peacemaker revolver from its holster inside the waistband of
his Levi’s trousers. 8
Almost as quickly, Branch having moved with a
rapidity which was vastly different from his leisurely speech and
actions in normal times, Soehnen extracted from a shoulder rig on
the left side a big black Government Model of 1911 automatic pistol
manufactured by the same company.

While crossing the
sidewalk, Branch and his companion allowed the weapons to dangle by
their right legs so as to be less conspicuous. Working with the
swift and unflurried speed which told of long practice, each took
out his silver ‘star in a circle’ badge of office and suspended it
from the breast pocket of his jacket in
plain view. Sprinting across the street, having taken the
precaution of letting themselves be identifiable as Texas Rangers
and, therefore, legally entitled to be armed in public, they sought
for and received the information they desired about from where the
shots had originated.

‘Down that alley there,
Rangers!’ yelled the companion of the victim, clearly recognizing
the official insignia they were displaying.

While going in the direction indicated,
Branch and Soehnen were not too surprised by the number of
uniformed and well-armed officers belonging to the Fort Worth
Police Department they saw converging from both ends of the street.
If a hint of the Chopper being in town had reached the municipal
law enforcement agency, even though it had not been passed on to
their Company of the Texas Rangers before they left headquarters
that evening, there were sure to be patrols out in strength to try
and catch him. Knowing the shots would be heard and attract
attention from more than just themselves, this was one reason they
had considered it most advisable to exhibit their own official
status by wearing their badges in plain view.

Regardless of the presence of reinforcements
and the danger that some of these might misinterpret their actions,
in spite of the precaution they had taken to indicate they too were
peace officers, the sergeants did not slow down. This was not
because they doubted the ability of the local lawmen to handle the
situation, or because they resented the possibility that their
Company might have been left in ignorance of the information. Nor
were they motivated by a desire to steal the credit which would
certainly accrue to whoever apprehended such a notorious criminal.
Instead, they were acting as their considerable experience in such
matters suggested was for the best. All the uniformed officers were
still some distance away and they were well aware how quickly the
Chopper, if indeed it was him, was credited with being able to
effect an escape after having brought off a kill. Therefore, they
intended to commence the pursuit more promptly than would otherwise
have been the case.

Arriving at the mouth of the alley, Branch
and Soehnen saw a vague figure moving through the gloom towards the
other end!

Realizing the danger and aware of the kind
of man they might be up against, the sergeants skidded to a halt.
However, although they brought their weapons into alignment, they
did not immediately open fire. Being conscientious and experienced
peace officers, despite adding to their peril, they wanted to be
sure it was the Chopper—or whoever else might have done the
shooting—before taking offensive action of any kind. Having
estimated from what they had heard that a handgun of some kind was
used, with the distance separating them, they considered the risk
was justified.

‘Peace officers he—!’
Branch yelled, beginning the traditional command for a fleeing
person to halt by indicating his official status.

Before the announcement could be completed,
or either sergeant was able to take any kind of action, the figure
swung around. However, it soon became apparent they had made a
terrible error with regards to the way in which he was armed. There
was the harsh chatter of a heavy caliber automatic firearm being
discharged. Coming so close together, the red spurts of the muzzle
blasts appeared to be a single long flare. From what happened, it
was obvious the muzzle of the weapon was being turned in a
horizontal arc while the firing was taking place.

Caught in the veritable torrent of flying
lead dispatched along the fairly narrow confines of the alley,
neither Branch nor Soehnen was able to get off a shot in reply.
Instead, feeling the savage impacts as more than one bullet struck
each of them, their weapons flew from their hands unfired.
Blundering backwards helplessly, they fell on to the street.

 


By the time Sergeant Brendon O’Toole of the
Fort Worth Police Department arrived with a half dozen dark blue
uniformed patrolmen where Jubal Branch and Hans Soehnen were lying,
another five had come from the opposite direction. Shrilling loudly
from the surrounding streets, police whistles announced that more
officers would be converging as quickly as they could.

If either of the Texas
Rangers had been able to see, they would have known their
summations were correct with regards to the municipal law
enforcement agency having heard that the Chopper—or some other,
almost equally dangerous, criminal—could be in town. While O’Toole
was armed only with a big Colt Model of
1917 revolver in his massive right fist, there were two Winchester
Model of 1912 riot guns and three Winchester Model of 1894
carbines 9 in the hands of
the patrolmen. Because of Fort Worth’s history, which had included
more than a few gun fights between peace officers and outlaws, the
Police Department wisely based its policy upon that of its
predecessors in the—as it was then called—office of the town
marshal. Any time it was suspected officers might be up against a
criminal known to be armed and who would not hesitate to shoot,
they were instructed to supplement their mandatory and basically
defensive handguns with weapons offering a greater range and fire
power.

Pausing briefly, having already recognized
the two Texas Rangers and warned the patrolmen who were with him
not to open fire, O’Toole needed only a single glance to tell him
the worst. Each had been hit in the torso by four bullets of
comparatively heavy caliber. While Soehnen was still just alive,
the experienced sergeant knew it would be a matter of minutes
rather than hours before he joined Branch in death.

‘Stay with ’em, Jones,
Ramairez!’ O’Toole barked, forcing himself to put aside thoughts of
grief and concern for the two men who were his old and trusted
friends. For all that, some trace of his emotions showed in the
timbre of his Irish brogue. ‘Have somebody call for an ambulance.
The rest of you, come with me and come careful. The bastard we’re
after’s got a Tommy gun, or I’ve never heard one!’

Followed by the patrolmen,
with the exception of the two he had named, the sergeant made for
the mouth of the alley. In spite of the sound having been distorted
by the walls of the buildings on each side of the alley, he was
sure he was correct in his assessment that the Texas Rangers were
shot by a Thompson submachine gun. Therefore, he knew—particularly
if it should be the Chopper they were after—he and his party might
soon be going up against a cold blooded killer armed with a weapon capable of rapid fire far beyond
the capacity of any firearm they were carrying. Against this, the
burst he had heard directed against Branch and Soehnen suggested
that even if a fifty round drum magazine had been used instead of
the more common twenty cartridge ‘box’ type, a good many of the
load had been expended. Therefore, unless they allowed time for an
exchange of magazines to be carried out, they would have the
advantage of numbers and fire power.

Passing swiftly through the alley, O’Toole
glanced in each direction along the street he had reached. Two more
patrolmen were hurrying from the right and one pointed, yelling
they had seen somebody making for the gap between two buildings at
the other side and to the left. Without waiting for them to come up
and give further information, he strode rapidly in the direction
indicated.

Caution dictated that O’Toole looked before
committing himself and the harness bulls to going around the
corner. Peering beyond the end of the building, he found the light
from the street lamps on either side barely entered the area. In
spite of this, his first impression was that the open space between
it and its neighbor was completely devoid of human life. However,
he was too experienced a peace officer to rely upon this being the
case, Instead, he decided to make another inspection with the aid
of portable artificial illumination.

‘Get ready to go in
shooting!’ the sergeant ordered and his left hand lifted free the
powerful electric torch which was suspended from his black Sam
Browne belt. 10

Having given the order,
even though his big Colt was equipped with a double action
mechanism which normally precluded the need for it to be cocked
manually, O’Toole drew back the hammer with his thumb as an aid to
accuracy and speeding up firing the first
shot if necessary. With that precaution taken, he switched on the
torch and directed its beam in a sweep of the alley. For a moment,
he thought the area was deserted. Then there was a movement and
slight rustling sound from between two of a row of trash cans put
outside by the occupants of the building on the left.

‘This’s the police!’ the
sergeant yelled, his voice echoing hollowly from the walls on
either side. ‘Come out with your hands empty and above your
head!’

‘Don’t shoot sir!’ replied
a voice which gave the impression of more than a quavering of
alarm.

‘We won’t, so long’s you do
what I said!’ O’Toole promised and, having drawn a conclusion from
the accent of the speaker, he went on for the benefit of the
patrolmen who had fanned out across the mouth of the alley with
weapons held ready to take whatever action might prove necessary.
‘Hold your fire, all of you. It isn’t him we’re after, I’m
thinking!’ Having delivered the warning, he raised his voice and
directed it once more into the alley. ‘Show yourself the way I told
you!’

‘Yes sir, boss!’ the voice
assented, making the first two words run into one so they sounded
as, ‘Yassuh’ and gave added strength to the sergeant’s
supposition.

As O’Toole had expected, on
rising from his place of concealment with empty hands raised high
above his head, the speaker proved to be a Negro. Of slightly more
than medium height and slim, although black and with an
understandably worried expression, his features were Nilotic rather
than Bantu in their close to European lines. 11
Bare headed, with crinkly very short black hair,
he appeared to be somewhere between twenty and forty years in age.
Although many of his race tended to dress loudly, he was wearing a
dark brown three-piece suit, a navy blue shirt, dark green necktie
and black shoes.

‘Who’re you, boy?’ O’Toole
asked, advancing followed by the patrolmen.

‘Billy … Sam Cornridge,
from New Orleans, sir,’ the Negro replied, running his gaze from
one to another of the peace officers and looking worried. ‘I ain’t
done nothing, honest to the Good Lord. I was just passing through
here looking for a crap game I’d heard was—!’

‘Did you see anybody coming
through here?’ the sergeant interrupted.

‘I for certain sure did,
sir,’ Cornridge confirmed with feeling. ‘That’s why for I was
hiding ’tween them trash cans!’

‘Pete, take the boys with
the carbines and riot guns on through ’n’ see if there’s any sign
of him. The rest of you stay with me,’ the sergeant ordered and,
after he was obeyed, gave his attention to the Negro again. ‘What
did the feller look like?’

‘I dunno, sir,’ Cornridge
claimed, rolling his eyes until the whites showed starkly against
the black of his face.

‘You dunno?’ the sergeant
growled.

‘I for certain sure don’t,
sir!’ Cornridge affirmed, politely and yet definitely. ‘Any time I
sees somebody a-coming whose carrying a Tommy gun and with what
looks like the hoods them gentlemen of the Ku Klux Klan wears over
his head, that’s when I figures’s how it’s safer not to look even
twice much less stand anywheres in this way. So I ducked down
a-twixt them trash cans until I was certain sure he’d long gone on
by.’

‘So you’d don’t know which
way he went when he left the alley, huh?’ O’Toole stated rather
than asked.

‘No, sir, I for sure
don’t,’ the Negro replied. ‘Like I said, I just kept myself all
scrunched up twixt ’n’ tween them trash cans while he went on by
lickety-split like the Devil after a yearling. Then, just’s I was
figuring I could get up ’n’ be long gone, I heard you police
gentlemen a-coming and, not knowing it was you, I reckoned I’d best
stay put until I found out who-all you might be.’

‘And you don’t know whether
he took off right or left, huh?’ the sergeant asked, hearing the
patrolmen moving restlessly to his rear.

‘No, sir,’ Cornridge
answered. ‘I’m sorry I can’t be of mo—!’

‘That’s all right, it
wasn’t your fault,’ O’Toole interrupted and, deciding the Negro
could not supply any further information he went on, ‘Get his name
and address, Burgherof, in case we should
need to talk to him later. The rest of you, come with
me.’

Having given the order, the sergeant set off
along the alley. Knowing the Ku Klux Klan were no longer active in
Texas, despite what Cornridge had
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