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A FRIEND OF A HERO



THE GRAVEL ROAD forked unexpectedly and Neil Shannon slowed his convertible. On each side orange groves blocked his view, although to the right a steep hillside of dun-colored rock rose above the treetops. On that same side was a double gate in a graying split-rail fence.

He was about fifty miles northwest of Los Angeles, lost in a maze of orchards and small farms that was split by abrupt ridges and arroyos.

Neil Shannon got out of the car and walked to the gate. He was about to push it open when a stocky, hard-faced man stepped from the shrubbery. “Hold it, bud…what do you want?”

“I’m looking for the Shaw place. I thought someone might tell me where it was.”

“The Shaw place? What do you want to go there for?”

Shannon was irritated. “All I asked was the directions. If you tell me I’ll be on my way.”

The man jerked his head to indicate direction. “Right down the fork, but if you’re looking for Johnny, he ain’t home.”

“No? So where could I find him?”

The man paused. “Down at Laurel Lawn, in town. He’s been dead for three days.”

Shannon shook out a cigarette. “You don’t seem upset over losing a neighbor, Mr. Bowen.”

“Where’d you get that name?” The man stared suspiciously at Shannon.

“It’s on your mailbox, in case you’ve forgotten. Are you Steve Bowen?”

“I’m Jock Perult. The Bowen boys ain’t around. As for Shaw, his place is just down the road there.”

“Thanks.” Shannon opened the door of his car. “Tell me, Jock, do you always carry a pistol when you’re loafing around home?”

“It’s for snakes, if it’s any of your business.” He tugged his shirttail down over the butt of a small pistol.

Shannon grinned at him and put the car in gear. Scarcely three hundred yards further along the gravel road on the same side was the Shaw place. Marjorie Shaw saw him drive through the gate and came out to meet him.

The man who followed her from the door had a grizzle of gray beard over a hard chin and a short-stemmed pipe in his teeth. He looked at Shannon with obvious displeasure.

There were formalities to be taken care of. She read the contract standing by the car and looked at his private investigator’s license. Finally she raised the subject of money.

“Let’s not worry about that right now,” he told her. “Johnny Shaw was a friend of mine, I’ll do what I can for a couple of days and we’ll see where we are. I’m warning you, though, on paper his death looks like an accident. I’m not sure there is much I can do.”

“Come in, and I’ll fix you a drink.”

As he turned to follow he caught a tiny flash of sunlight from the brush-covered hillside across the way. Then he glimpsed the figure of a man, almost concealed. A man interested enough in what was going on to watch through binoculars.

Shannon glanced at the older man. “You’re Keller? How about it? Did Johnny have any enemies?”

“Ain’t none of my affair and I don’t aim to make it so,” Keller replied brusquely. “I’m quitting this job. Going to Fresno. Always did figure to go to Fresno.”





MARJORIE SHAW WAS Johnny’s sister, and though Shannon had never met her, he and John Shaw had been friends since the days before he had joined the police force. They had first met on a windy hillside in Korea. Now John was dead, his car crushed in a nearby ravine, and his sister thought that he had been intentionally killed.

The inside of the house was dim and cool. Shannon sat on the plaid sofa and listened to the girl moving about the kitchen. The door to the Frigidaire opened and closed; there was the sound of a spoon in a glass pitcher.

“After you called”—he spoke to her through the doorway—“I checked the report on the wreck. There was no indication of anything wrong. The insurance investigator agreed with the report. Clark, who investigated for the sheriff’s office, said it was clearly an accident. Driving too fast or a drink too many.”

She came in carrying a pitcher of iced tea and two glasses. “I didn’t ask you out here, Mr. Shannon, to tell me what I’ve already heard. However, Johnny did not drink. Furthermore, he was extremely cautious. He had never had an accident of any kind, and he had been driving over that road two or three times a day for four years. I want it looked into. For my peace of mind, if nothing else. That’s why I called you. Johnny always said you were the smartest detective on the Los Angeles police force.”

“We’ll see.…I’m not with the police force any longer.”





AFTER THE ICED tea Marjorie Shaw drove Shannon out to the site of the wreck. They cut across the property on a dirt track and headed to where the county road came over the mountain from town. Emerging from Shaw’s orange groves, they cut along the base of the hill. Although the car threw up a large cloud of dust, the track was well graded, and in the places where water drained, culverts had been installed. Obviously, Johnny Shaw had worked hard on his place and had accomplished a lot.

Marjorie pointed off to one side. “Johnny was going to dam that canyon and make a private lake,” she explained. “Then, he intended to plant trees around it.”

The canyon was rock-walled but not too deep. Dumped in the bottom were several junked cars.

“Did he intend to take those out?”

“Johnny was furious about them. He insisted the Bowens take them out, and they said that if he cared so much he could take them out himself.”

She paused. “This could be important, Mr. Shannon.…He tried to take it up with the county but the sheriffs and commissioners are all friends of the Bowens. I was with him when he went to the courthouse. They all got in a big fight and Johnny told that county commissioner that he would go to the DA if that was what it took and they got real quiet. After that we left. I was angry for Johnny and I didn’t think about it much, but that’s why I called you…it wasn’t two weeks later that Johnny died.”

“He mentioned the DA?” Shannon asked.

“Yes, why would he do that? Over junked cars, it doesn’t make sense!”

“Unless he knew about something else and was making a threat.”

“That’s what I thought, but what could it be?”

“Well, if it has something to do with his death it’s something that either someone in county government or the Bowen brothers don’t want known.”

The Bowen brothers…Shannon thought…and their buddy Perult who carried a gun inside his shirt.





THEY TURNED OUT onto the county road and within minutes were at the curve where Johnny had run off the cliff. She stopped the car and he got out. The afternoon shadows were long, but down below he could see the twisted mass of metal that had been Johnny’s car.

“I’d like to go down and look around. I’ll only be a few minutes.”

At the edge of the road, starting down, he paused briefly. There was broken glass on the shoulder. Bits of headlight glass. He picked up several fragments, and the ridges and diffusers in them were not identical. Pocketing several, he climbed and slid down the cliff.

Examining the wreck, he could see why Johnny had been killed. The car had hit several times on the way down. The destruction was so complete that the sheriffs had had to use a torch to cut the body out. Surprisingly enough, one headlight was intact. Two pieces of the glass he had picked up conformed with the headlight pattern. The others did not.

The police and ambulance crew had left a lot of tracks, but there was another set that stood off to the side, and they turned off down the canyon. In two places other tracks were superimposed upon them.

Curious, he followed the tracks down the canyon where they met with the tracks of someone who had waited there.

He was back beside Johnny’s car when there was a sharp tug at his hat and an ugly whap as something struck the frame and whined angrily away. Shannon dropped and rolled to the protection of some rocks. In the distant hills there was the vague echo of a gunshot.

It could have been a spent bullet…from someone hunting or shooting targets in the hills. Yet he knew it was nothing of the sort. That bullet had been fired by a man who meant to kill or, at least, warn. If he tried to get back up to the road, he might be shot.

He glanced up. Marjorie Shaw stood at the cliff’s edge, looking down. “Get into the car,” he called, just loud enough for her to hear, “and drive to the filling station on the highway. Wait there for me, in plain sight, with people around.”





SHE LOOKED PALE and frightened when he got there a half hour later. His suit was stained with red clay and he showed her his hat.

“I called the sheriff,” she said.

They heard the siren, and Deputy Sheriff Clark drew up. It was he whom Shannon had talked to about the accident.

He chuckled. “You city cops!” he scoffed. “That shot was probably fired by a late hunter, maybe a mile off. Now don’t come down here trying to stir up trouble when there’s no cause for it. Why would anyone try to kill someone investigating an accident?”

“What do you know about the Bowen outfit?”

Clark was bored. “Now look. Don’t you go bothering people up here. The Bowens have got them a nice little place. They pay their taxes and mind their own business. Furthermore, the Bowens are rugged boys and want to be left alone.”

“Didn’t Johnny Shaw complain about them once?”

Clark was annoyed. “Suppose he did? Shaw was some kind of a hero in the Korean War and he came out here thinking he was really going to do big things. He may have been quite a man in the war, but he sure didn’t stack up against Steven Bowen.”

“What’s that? They had a fight?”

“I guess so, seein’ that Johnny Shaw got himself whipped pretty bad. I think Steve got the idea that Shaw was throwing his weight around over those junk cars, comin’ on high and mighty because he had a medal or two. They went at it out back of the hardware store in Santa Paula. I offered to take Shaw’s complaint afterwards but I guess he was too proud.”

Marjorie turned abruptly and got into her car, eyes blazing. Shannon put a hand on the door, then glanced back at Clark. “Tell me something, Clark. Just where do you stand?”

Clark was beside their car in an instant. “I’ll tell you where I stand. I stand with the citizens of this community. I don’t want any would-be hero barging in here stirring up trouble. And that goes double for private cops. The Bowens have lived here a long time and had no trouble until Shaw came in here. Now, I’ve heard all about these scrap cars and who wants who to tow them out of there. But I looked into it and there is nothing to prove that they ever belonged to Steve Bowen or anyone else on his place. If you ask me, that and this investigation of the car accident are just examples of city folks getting wild ideas and watching too much of those television shows.”





THREE DAYS OF hard work came to nothing. Shaw had no enemies, his trouble with the Bowens was not considered serious, at least not killing serious, and as the Bowens had defeated Shaw all down the line, why should they wish to kill him? Of course there was that mention of the DA, but no one seemed to know what it meant.

The fragment of headlight glass he checked against the Guide Lamp Bulletin, then sent it to the police lab for verification. The lens, he discovered, was most commonly used on newer Chrysler sedans but was a replacement for other models as well. He filed the information for future reference.

His next step was to talk with other farmers in the area. He drove about, asked many questions, got interesting answers.

The Bowens had two large barns on their place, which was only forty acres. They had two cows and one horse, and carried little hay. Their crops, if stored unsold, would have taken no more than a corner of the barn…so why two large barns?

Market prices for the products they raised did not account for the obvious prosperity of the brothers. All three drove fast cars, as did Jock Perult. At nearby bars they were known as good spenders. Some of the closest neighbors complained of the noise of compressors from the Bowen place and of their revving up unmuffled engines late at night, but these questions were soon answered—the Bowens built cars that they raced themselves at the track in Saugus and around the state at other dirt-track and figure-eight events.

At the county courthouse he researched the Bowen property, how long they had owned it and how much they had paid. While he was looking through the registrar’s records a young man peered into the file room several times and had a whispered conversation with the clerk. The man had the look of someone who worked in the building, and Neil Shannon took a quick tour through the hallways on his way out. He spotted the young man sitting at a desk typing in the office of a particular county commissioner…a county commissioner who happened to be a neighbor of the Bowens.

Late at night—he was taking no chances with stray bullets this time—Shannon took a bucket of plaster back over to the crash site. While he was waiting for his casts to dry, he walked along the moonlit wash and into the canyon that Johnny had wanted to dam. The old rusted cars lay stark in the moonlight, and he used a pencil flash to examine them. One was a Studebaker and the other, not so old as he’d imagined, was a Chevrolet. Neither had engines; he searched hard for the Vehicle Identification Numbers on the body and could not find one on either car…they had been carefully removed. He pulled parts, the few that were left, off the Chevy and examined them carefully. They should have had a secondary date code on them, but every plate had been removed, the rivets meticulously drilled out.





HE MET MARJORIE Shaw for a drink in Santa Paula. “Little enough,” he replied to her question. “Steve Bowen is a good dancer and a good spender, left school in the seventh grade, wasn’t a good student, likes to drink but can handle his liquor. Likes to gamble and he drives in amateur races a little. Not sports cars…the rough stuff.”

“So you think I’m mistaken?”

He hesitated. “No…I don’t. Not anymore. I think your brother discovered something very wrong with the Bowens or their place. I think he was killed to keep him from causing trouble. Now that I know about the racing it fits too well; who better to force someone off a mountain road than a man who drives in demolition derbies!”

“Johnny once told me that the less I knew the better. That knowing about what went on out here could be dangerous.”

“He was right. Keller knows it, too. I think that’s why he is going to Fresno.”

“Oh! That reminds me. He said he wanted to talk to you.”

“I’ll go see him.” Shannon paused. “You know, Bowen was away from here for about six years. I wonder where he was?”

They left the bar and Shannon walked her to her car. They were standing on a side street when Steve Bowen walked up. Turning at the sound of steps, Shannon ran into a fist that caught the point of his chin. He was turned half around, and a second punch knocked him down.

“That’ll teach you to mess around in other people’s business!” Bowen said. He swung a kick at Shannon’s face, but Shannon rolled over swiftly and got up. He ran into a swinging right and a left that caught him as he fell. He got up again and went tottering back into the car under a flail of fists. When he realized where he was again, he was seated in the car and Marjorie was dabbing at his face with a damp handkerchief.

“You didn’t have a chance!” she protested. “He hit you when you weren’t looking.”

“Drive me to my car,” he said.

Turning around a corner they stopped at a light, and alongside were Steve Bowen and his brothers. They were in a powerful Chrysler 300. The heavy car was stripped down for racing, and from the way the engine sounded they had hot-rodded it for even more horsepower. They looked at Shannon’s face and laughed.

“Stop the car.” Shannon opened the door and got out, despite her protests.

Ignoring the three, he walked to their car and studied the headlights. One had been replaced by glass from another make of car. When he straightened up, the grins were gone from their faces, and Joe Bowen was frightened.

“I see you’ve replaced a headlight,” Shannon commented. “Was there any other damage?”

“Look, you…!” Tom Bowen opened the door.

“I’ll handle this!” Steve Bowen interrupted. “You’re looking for trouble, Shannon. If the beating you got didn’t teach you anything, I’ll give you worse.”

Shannon smiled. “Don’t let that sneak punch give you a big head. Is the paint on this fender fresh?”

There was a whine of sirens, and a car from the sheriff’s department and also one of the city police cars pulled up.

“That’s all, Shannon.” Deputy Sheriff Clark stepped out. “It looks to me like you’ve had yours. Now get in your car and get out of town. You’re beginning to look like a troublemaker and we don’t want your kind around.”

“All right, Clark. First, though, I want to ask if Tom has a permit for that gun he’s carrying. Further, I want you to check the number on it, and check the fingerprints of all four of them. Don’t try putting me off either, I’ll be talking to the DA and the FBI about why certain vehicle identification tags are missing and who’s been bought off and who hasn’t. Bowen, by the time this is over you’re going to look back in wonder at how stupid you were when you refused to tow those cars like John Shaw asked!”

Clark was startled. He started to speak, and the Bowens stared angrily at Shannon as he got back into Marjorie’s car.

They drove off. “I’ve talked a lot, but what can I prove?” he said. “Nothing yet.…The Bowens could explain that broken headlight, even if the make checks out perfectly. What we need is some real law enforcement and a search warrant for those barns.”

“What’s going on? What are you talking about?” Marjorie asked.

“Hot cars…and I don’t mean the kind you race.”





KELLER WAS NOT around when they rolled into the yard, but there was a telegram lying open on the table, addressed to Shannon. He picked it up, glanced at it, and shoved it into his pocket.

“That’s it! Now we’re getting someplace!”

Shannon seemed not to hear Marjorie’s question about the contents. The message had been opened. Keller had read it. Keller was gone.

“Hide the car where we can get to it from the road, then hide yourself. No lights. No movement. The Bowens will be here as quick as they can get away from Clark. I don’t have a thing on them yet, but they don’t know it. Push a crook far enough and sometimes he’ll move too fast and make mistakes.”

There was little time remaining if he was to get to the barns before the Bowens arrived. They pulled the car behind the house, and Shannon made sure that Marjorie locked herself inside and turned out the lights. Then, careful to make no noise, he descended into the canyon and followed the path from near the junked cars through the wash and then an orchard to the barns back of the Bowen farmhouse.

By the time he reached the wall of the nearest barn, he knew he had only minutes in which to work. There was no sound. There were two large doors to the barn, closed as always, but there was a smaller door near them that opened under his hand. Within, all was blackness mingled with the twin odors of oil and gasoline. It was not the smell of a farmer’s barn, but of a garage. There was a faint gasping sound near his feet, then a low moan.

Kneeling, he put out a hand and touched a stubbled face. “Keller?” he whispered.

The old man strained against the agony. “I stepped into a bear trap. Get it off me.”

Not daring to strike a light, Shannon struggled fiercely with the jaws of the powerful trap. He got it open, and a brief inspection by sensitive fingers told him Keller’s leg was both broken and lacerated.

“I’ll have to carry you,” he whispered.

“You take a look first,” Keller insisted. “With that trap off I can drag myself a ways.”

Once the old man was out and the door closed, Shannon trusted his pencil flashlight.

Four cars, in the process of being stripped and scrambled. Swiftly he checked the motor numbers and jotted them down. He snapped off the light suddenly. Somebody was out in front of the barn, opposite from where he had entered.

“Nobody’s around,” Perult was saying. “The front door is locked and the bear trap is inside the back.”

“Nevertheless, I’m having a look.” That would be Tom Bowen.

The lock rattled in the door and Shannon moved swiftly, stepped in an unseen patch of oil, and his feet shot from under him. He sprawled full length, knocking over some tools.

The front door crashed open. The lights came on. Tom Bowen sprang inside with his gun ready. But Shannon was already on his feet.

“Drop it!” he yelled.

Both fired at the same instant, and Bowen’s gun clattered to the floor and he clutched a burned shoulder. Perult had ducked out. Shannon stepped in and punched Tom Bowen on the chin; the man went down. With nothing to shoot at Shannon put two rounds into the side of one of the cars just to make them keep their heads down and ran out back.

He was down in the canyon before he found Keller, and he picked the old man up bodily and hurried as fast as he could with the extra weight.

He was almost at the house when Keller warned him. “Put me down and get your hands free. There’s somebody at the house!”

Marjorie cried out and Shannon lowered Keller quickly to the ground, and gun in hand went around the corner of the house.

Shannon saw Steve Bowen strike Marjorie with the flat of his hand. “Tell me,” Bowen said coldly, “or I’ll ruin that face of yours.”

Perult came sprinting in the front gate. “Hurry, boss! Tom’s been shot.”

Shannon stepped into sight and Perult grabbed for the front of his shirt, and Shannon lowered the gun and shot him in the thigh. Jock screamed, more in surprise than pain, and fell to the ground.

“Fast with the gun, aren’t you?” Steve Bowen said. “I suppose you’ll shoot me now.”

“We’re going back to your place,” Shannon said, and then he whispered to Marjorie. “Get on the phone and call the district attorney. After you’ve called him, call the sheriff. But the DA first!”

“What are you going to do?” Marjorie protested.

“Me?” Shannon grinned. “This guy copped a Sunday on my chin when I wasn’t looking, and he beat up Johnny, so as soon as you get through to the DA I’m going to take him back to that barn, lock the door, and see if he can take it himself.”

Twenty minutes later, Neil Shannon untied Steve Bowen and shoved him toward the door with his gun. They reached the barn without incident. Inside, Shannon locked the door and tossed the gun out of the window.

Bowen moved in fast, feinted, and threw a high, hard right. Shannon went under it and hooked both hands to the body. The bigger man grunted and backed off, then rushed, swinging with both hands. A huge fist caught Shannon, rocking his head on his shoulders, but Shannon brushed a left aside and hooked his own left low to the belly.

Getting inside, he butted Bowen under the chin, hit him with a short chop to the head, and then pushing Bowen off, hit him twice so fast, Bowen’s head bobbed. Angry, the big man moved in fast and Shannon sidestepped and let Bowen trip over his leg and plunge to the floor.

Bowen caught himself on his hands and dove in a long flying tackle, but Shannon moved swiftly, jerking his knee into Bowen’s face. Nose and lips smashed, the big man fell, then got up, blood streaming down his face.

Bowen tried to set himself, but Shannon hit him with a left and knocked Bowen down again with a right.

Stepping in on Bowen, Shannon got too close and Bowen grabbed his ankle. He went down and Bowen leaped up and tried to jump on his stomach. Shannon rolled clear, got up fast, and when Bowen tried another kick, Shannon grabbed his ankle and jerked it high. Bowen fell hard and lay still.

There was a hammering at the door. Shannon backed off. “You’re the tough guy, Bowen,” he said, “but not that tough.” Bowen didn’t move.

The door opened and Clark came in followed by several deputies and a quiet man in a gray suit.

To the assistant district attorney he handed a telegram. “From the FBI. I checked on Bowen and found he had done six years in the federal pen for transporting a stolen car. I wired them on a hunch. I think you’ll find that they were paying off certain people in county government to be left alone.”

“Hey, now wait a minute!” Clark protested.

“Shut up,” Shannon snapped. “They’ll be looking at you, your boss, and a couple of commissioners, so you’d better start checking your hole card!

“Johnny Shaw got suspicious when he tried to get the county to make the Bowens move those derelict cars. He found out enough and Bowen ran him off the road. The headlight glass was a Chrysler lens and Bowen drives a 300. Perult and Steve Bowen walked over to the wreck afterwards to be sure Johnny was dead. The tracks are still there, but I made casts of them to be sure.”

Steve Bowen moaned and sat up.

“Come on, Steve,” Shannon said. “I think we’re all going to have to go to Ventura and answer a lot of questions.”

Bowen winced as he stood up. “You broke my ribs,” he growled.

“Count yourself lucky. If these boys hadn’t come I’d still be at it. You beat up Johnny Shaw…he carried me out of a firefight in Korea when I was wounded. There were shells going off everywhere and he’d never even seen me before. They gave him a medal for it. Now, he wasn’t a big guy like you, he didn’t know how to box, and he’d become a medical corpsman because he knew he couldn’t bring himself to kill. But when the chips were down he did what was necessary.”

Shannon took a deep breath. “Plead guilty,” he said. “Because if they don’t have enough evidence to put you away, I’ll find it. No matter how long it takes.”

They were led to the waiting cars, and with the ambulances in the lead and Marjorie following, they headed for Ventura.


MAY THERE BE A ROAD



TOHKTA LOOKED AT the bridge suspended across the gorge of the Yurung-kash. After four years, the bridge hung again, and now, at last, he could go to his betrothed, to Kushla.

At this point the gorge was scarcely a hundred feet wide, but black cliffs towered into the clouds above it, even as they fell sheer away hundreds of yards below. Down those cliffs came the trails that approached the bridge on either side. From where the bridge came into view from above, it seemed the merest thread…a thin line for which the eye must seek and seek again.

Scarcely four feet wide, the bridge was built of their handmade rope, of slats cut from pine forests, and of thin planks laid across the slats. With every gust of wind the bridge swayed, but those who had built it hoped that it would be their lifeline to the outside world.

Tohkta’s people were of the mountains, yet once each year they had descended to the oasis towns at the desert’s edge, taking the furs, the wool and hides, for which they were known. The gold they sometimes took was a secret thing. In the timeless kingdom of their mountain valley’s the bridge was their link to the future.

Only once in all the years their tribal memory encompassed had the bridge not been there, hanging five hundred feet above the tumbling white water. And for too long had Tohkta’s people been isolated by its loss.

Four…almost five years before there had come a great shaking of the earth when the mountains raised higher, and steam and hot water gushed from newly made cracks. There had been a grinding of rock when the teeth of the earth were gnashed together. In the midst of it, the pinnacle that supported their bridge had toppled from the far side of the Yurung-kash into the gorge below.

There followed years of struggle against the high rocks and the torrent, years of terrible work to replace their bridge. Fields still had to be tilled and flocks tended, but two men had been dashed to death on the jagged rocks below when they fell from their ropes. Yet now the bridge was done.

The Kunlun Mountains rim the northern edge of Tibet, hanging above the deserts of Sinkiang, and are among the loneliest of the world’s mountain ranges. Long, long ago when Tohkta’s grandfather was a boy, a rare caravan still ventured along the ancient track that led from Sinkiang across Tibet and through the Himalayas to India itself, passing close to Mount Kailas, sacred to Buddhists.

For centuries that ancient track had been almost abandoned. Only yak hunters, as wild and strange as the creatures they hunted, used it now, or an occasional herdsman taking his flock to secret pasturage in the high mountain valleys.

Tohkta sat his horse beside his grandfather, Batai Khan, chieftain of their small tribe of fifty-six tents. This was a proud day, for today Tohkta rode to claim his bride from her father, Yakub, a wealthy Moslem trader. He glanced at his grandfather with pride, for the old man sat his horse like a boy despite his almost one hundred years. Fierce and fiery as always, the Khan was the oldest among a people known for their great age and their great strength.

Few outsiders ever came to know the mountain Tochari, remnants of a proud, warlike race that had ruled most of eastern Turkestan and much of western China. In ages past they had carried their banners against Mongol and Chinese, against Tungan and Turk, against the Tatar and Hun.

Slowly the column of twenty riders and their pack animals crossed the swinging bridge, and Batai Khan did not start up the trail until all were safely across.

“Yol Bolsun!” he called out, waving to the people of the village who lined the switchback trail on the other side of the gorge. It was an old greeting to those who rode the mountain trails: “May There Be a Road!”

And now, for the first time in four long years, there was a road. The home of the Tochari was an island in mountains, cut off by the deep gorges of the Yurung-kash and the Keriya, and at its ends by impassable slopes. Within there lay more than one hundred square miles of grassy valleys, forest glades, waterfalls, and grass-covered mountain pastures. It was an isolated paradise among the snow-covered peaks, but now it was isolated no longer.





TOHKTA WAS IMPATIENT. Kushla awaited in the ancient oasis town of Charklik, and how many were the nights he had remained awake to dream of her? Batai Khan and Yakub had arranged the match, but since their eyes first met, neither Tohkta nor Kushla had thoughts for another.

Yet four full years had gone by when no word could be received from her, nor sent to her.

“She will have forgotten me,” Tohkta said gloomily. “It has been forever.”

“She was a child,” Batai Khan replied, “now she will be a woman, and so much the better. You are not forgotten, believe me.” He glanced around at his handsome grandson. “I, who know women, say it. You have been a dream to her, and who can forget a dream?”

In the days that followed the finishing of the bridge Tola Beg, an ancient yak hunter, had been the first to cross, and he brought strange news. Chinese soldiers of a new kind had come to Sinkiang and to Tibet. The Dalai Lama had fled to India, and soldiers were in Khotan and Charklik as well as Lhasa. People had been driven from their farms and their flocks to work upon a new road, harnessed like yak or camels.

“Do not go, Batai Khan.” Tola Beg peered across the fire from his ancient, rheumy eyes, his skin withered and weathered by wind and cold, darkened by wind and sun. “They will imprison you and seize your goods.”

“It is the time for the marriage of Tohkta.”

“There is danger. The Chinese seek the ancient track to India but it is not India they want; it is the men of our mountains they would enslave.” Tola Beg gulped his yak-butter tea noisily, as was the custom. “They respect nothing and they have no God. The mosques and lamaseries are closed and the lamas driven to work in the fields. The prayer wheels are stilled and there is a curse on the land.”

“I can go alone,” Tohkta said. “I will take the gold and go for Kushla.”

“We are Tochari.” Batai Khan spoke with dignity. “Does a khan of Tochari go like a thief in the night to meet his betrothed?”

They were Tochari. That was the final word among them. Tohkta knew the history of his people, and much more had been told him by an Englishman. In ages past it was said some of his people had migrated from Central Asia, going westward to become the Greeks and the Celts. Others had gone into northern India, to settle there, driven by the Hiung Nu, known to western nations as the Hun.

The Englishman had dug in ancient refuse piles along the ruins of the Great Wall, searching for bits of wood or paper on which there was writing. He had told Tohkta these fragments would piece together the history of the area, and of the Tochari. He glanced at Tohkta’s dark red hair and green eyes, a coloring not uncommon among these people of the mountains, and said the Tochari were a people who made history.

Batai Khan had rebuked him gently. “We know our past, and need not dig in dung piles for it. If you would know it, too, come sit by our fires and our bards will sing for you.”

And now they rode to claim the bride of Tohkta, for a khan of the Tochari must ride with warriors at his back and gold to consummate the union. Raw and cold was the weather, for the season was late. Soon the high passes would be closed, and the mountain basins would brim full with snow.





IT WAS MIDNIGHT on the third day when they reached the outskirts of the ancient town, crossing the road by which silk had once been carried to Greece and Rome. They drew up in a grove of trees and waited as the moon set beyond the desert hills. Tohkta was impatient to push on to the town, for eagerness rode his shoulders with sharp spurs. But Batai Khan had the caution of years.

Old as he was, he sat erect in his saddle, and the broadsword he carried slung between his shoulders was a mighty weapon in his hands. “The town has a different smell,” he said, “there is trouble here.”

“I must go to the house of Yakub,” Tohkta said. “Tola Beg can come. If help is needed, he can return for you.”

The Khan paused a moment, then nodded.

The house of Yakub was the largest in the oasis, and Tola Beg led the way on foot. Wind rustled among the tamarisks as they skirted an irrigation ditch. Beside Tohkta the old yak hunter moved, silent as a djinn. Tohkta, who had stalked wild sheep upon the highest peaks, was hard put to keep pace with the old man.

Outside the nearby Ya-men, which was the government house, stood vehicles that smelled of greasy smoke and petrol. Tohkta had seen them before, in Khotan. There were soldiers there also, reflected light gleaming from their gun barrels. They were fine rifles that filled Tohkta’s mind with envy.

“The old wolf was right,” Tola Beg breathed in his ear, “the town stinks of danger.”

The town was different, very different. The fires in the foundry were out and the alley of the bazaar was dirty and neglected. Everywhere there were horses and trucks and soldiers and supplies. Even in the violent days after the murder of the old governor, when the fighting between the Nationalists and the Moslem generals was at its worst, there hadn’t been this many armed men in Charklik.

“The forces of history are at work here,” Tola Beg mumbled. “And that is something to avoid.” They moved on through the darkness and then drew up.

Tohkta crouched in the shadows, listening. Before him was the wall of the compound of Kushla’s father. Soon he would see her. His heart pounded with excitement.

Creeping like wild dogs to a sheepfold, they came into the yard. Here, too, they heard the language of the Han Chinese, and one voice that made Tohkta’s hair prickle on his scalp…a voice with the harsh tone of command. Neither of them spoke Mandarin, for Sinkiang is a land of many tongues, Chinese the least of them, but both knew its sound.

The house of Yakub, yet filled with Han soldiers. Tola Beg tugged at his arm. They must steal away while they had the chance.

But where then was Yakub? And where was Kushla?

“We must go. They have taken it for their own use,” Tola Beg whispered in his ear.

Tohkta moved back into the darkness, his thoughts racing over possible alternatives. Then it came to him, and he knew where they would be if they were alive and still in Charklik.





IT WAS AN ancient Buddhist temple, fallen to ruins, rebuilt, and ruined again. Sometimes Yakub had used it for a storehouse, and Kushla loved the ancient trees around it. There was shelter there, and a good spring nearby. They made their way through the dark town and approached with caution.

“Look!” Tola Beg caught his arm. “The spotted horse…it is the old one the girl loved. At least they left her that.”

Why not? The horse was almost as old as Kushla herself, who would be eighteen this year.

Leaving Tola Beg, he moved swiftly, glancing each way, then listening. Like a wraith, Tohkta slipped past the yak hide that hung over the door.

In the vague light from the charcoal brazier he saw her, and on the instant he entered she looked up. She stood swiftly, poised like a young deer, ready for flight. And then she looked into his eyes and came into his arms without shame.

Yakub got to his feet. He was in rags. The one room of the temple that still possessed a roof held only a few sacks and some bedding. Yakub had been a proud and wealthy man, but was so no longer.

“Go, Tohkta! Go, quickly! If you are found here—!”

From his shirt, Tohkta drew the sack of gold. “The marriage price,” he said. “I claim my bride.”

How lovely she was! Her dark eyes glowed, her figure under the thin garments was so lithe and eager. The years he had waited had brought her to womanhood, and to a loveliness he could scarcely believe. He tried to say all this.

“If you think I am beautiful after all that has happened, then our parents have chosen well,” she said. 

“Please go!” Yakub seized his elbow. “For the sake of my daughter, take her and go. The gold also. If they find it they will take it, anyway.”

“What has happened here?”

“The Red soldiers, the ones that we heard of but who never came, they have come at last. They take everything and say it is for the future. Whose future? What future? I do not understand them, for until they came, we were happy. All we wished was to tend our flocks in peace. Now they are moving into the mountains, more soldiers arrive every day.”

“Batai Khan awaits us. Come, we will gather your flocks as we go, and you can live among us. I would not have my bride mourning her father on her wedding night.”

Kushla handed him her bundle and they turned swiftly to the door. Then Kushla caught a cry in her throat, and Tohkta felt rage and despair crowding within him.

The man who stood in the doorway was small with square shoulders and a neatly perfect uniform. Slender, he seemed to have that whiplike strength that resists all exhaustion. His cold eyes inspected Tohkta with careful attention.

“Greetings.” He stepped into the ruins of the room, and behind him were two soldiers armed with submachine guns. “Greetings to Yakub and his lovely daughter. Greetings to you, hillman. That is what you are, am I correct?” He spoke Tungan, and spoke it well. Tohkta said nothing.

“Answer me…” He pulled a small automatic from a holster. “Or I will shoot Yakub in the foot.” He flicked the gun’s safety off.

“Yes,” said Tohkta. “I am from the hills.”

“Very good. I am Chu Shih.” He said this as if it were a fact that explained itself. “We have been waiting for you. Waiting quite awhile. We knew that this woman was betrothed to a young man from the Kunlun. I could have sent her and her father to a labor camp, but I wanted to meet you. Our destinies are intertwined, you see. Would you like to know how?”

Tohkta quietly assented. He was listening, listening to Chu Shih and listening for sounds from outside the building. There were more men out there, but how many he didn’t know.

“You can have the opportunity of serving the people of China. I’m sure you do not care…but you will. There is a secret track over the mountains to India. It is the track used by Abu Bakr in the sixteenth century when he fled from Khotan. It is also my gateway to the mountain people. Do you know this track?”

“It is idle talk…bazaar talk. There is no track. There are only a few mountain pastures and fewer people. All you will find in the mountains are granite and ice, glaciers and clouds.” 

“If you were to show me the track, which is important to my future plans, I might permit you to keep your bride, and would let her father go free.”

“Such stories are the talk of fools,” Tohkta said. “They are the idle talk of goatherds.”

To know men, Batai Khan had taught him, is the knowledge of kings. Tohkta looked into the eyes of Chu Shih and saw no mercy, only ruthless ambition. To refuse would mean torture and death. Torture he could stand; what he feared was torture for Kushla, or for her father. 

“I do not believe,” Chu Shih said, “that stories of the ancient route are talk. If you wish to go free, you will show me the track. If you do not show me, another will.”

“I will show you what is there, but it may not be to your liking.”

This man, Tohkta told himself, must die. I must kill him or return to kill him. If he lives our mountains will never be free. If need be Tohkta’s people could wait for years before they came again to the oasis towns, and by that time, these might be overthrown, or their ideas changed. Young though he was, Tohkta had learned all things change; the Tochari had learned patience from their mountains.

Chu Shih’s command brought in two more soldiers. Tohkta had a moment of sharp panic when he saw them, wanting to plunge at the door and fight his way free, but he fought down the feeling. He must think of Kushla and her father, who might be killed. Escape they must…somehow.

Out upon the street, the bridge of his wishing fell into the gorge of despair, for they had Tola Beg also. Two soldiers gripped the arms of the old yak hunter, and there was blood welling from an ugly cut on his cheekbone.

Turning, the Chinese colonel strode away. Kushla and Yakub being pushed ahead, Tola Beg and Tohkta followed surrounded by the six soldiers.

The Chinese who had searched them were coastal Chinese, unfamiliar with the customs of mountain Tochari. It was the custom in the hills to wear their hair long and their beards also. Tohkta’s hair was wound about his head under his sheepskin hat, and into the hair was thrust a thin-bladed knife, as was also the custom.

Soldiers loitered before the Ya-men, several hundred yards away, but the street led through a narrow avenue of darkness bordered by a double row of tamarisks. In this darkness, Tohkta halted, and when the soldier behind him ran into him, Tohkta turned and drawing his knife, struck upward into the softness of the man’s stomach.

Tohkta’s hand drew Kushla behind him. Yakub, with more courage than Tohkta expected, seized the rifle of the soldier next to him, and then with a rush like a sudden gust of wind, Batai Khan and his riders swept through the tamarisks.

The horses were among the soldiers and all was confusion, pounding hooves, and flashing blades. Several of the soldiers had their rifles slung and Chu Shih was knocked sprawling by the shoulder of the horse of Batai Khan.

Lifting Kushla to the saddle of a lead horse, Tohkta leaped into his own saddle. A soldier slipped a rifle to his shoulder, but Tohkta rode him down, grasping the man’s weapon as he fell. Then they were away in the darkness and riding hard for freedom and the hills.

There was shouting and a wild shot, but the attack had been sudden and with broadswords, the ancient Tochari way of fighting. In the darkness the soldiers had no chance against the charging horses and flashing blades. And it was only now that the force at the Ya-men was alerted.

Tohkta glanced back. Behind them there was confusion and wild shots but no roaring of motors coming to life, yet remembering the eyes of Chu Shih, Tohkta knew pursuit would come soon, and it would be relentless.





FALSE DAWN WAS cresting the peaks with gold when they reached the Valley of Rain where Yakub’s last herd was held. This was the only one the Chinese had not seized, for, as yet, they had not discovered it. The people of the oasis were secretive about their pastures, as his people were about the mountain tracks.

Tohkta checked his captured rifle in the vague light. How beautiful it was! How far superior to their ancient guns! Six rifles had been captured, and two men had even taken bandoleers of cartridges. They shared them among the others.

“We must go,” Batai Khan said. “The flock we drive will cause us to move slowly.”

Tohkta watched the yaks and fat-tailed sheep bunched for the trail. The Tochari were men of flocks and herds, and could not easily leave behind the wealth of a friend.

He looked up at the mountain peaks, and in the morning light, streamers of snow were blowing like silver veils from under a phalanx of cloud. Now fear seized at his vitals. They must hurry. If snow blocked the passes, none would escape.

Hours ago they had left the desert and the threat of pursuit by trucks or cars. Only mounted men or those on foot could follow them now. But the Chinese had horses; Tohkta had seen many of them in town and they would follow, he knew that as well. Whether they liked it or not they were leading Chu Shih into the mountains, just as he had wished.

Hunched in their saddles against the wind, they pushed on, skirting black chasms, climbing around towering pinnacles, icy crags, and dipping deep into gorges and fording streams, until at last they came to a vast basin three miles above the desert. Here they rested into the coming night.

Far away to the west lay a magnificent range of glacier-crested mountains, their gorges choked with ice, splendid in the clear air that followed the snow of the morning and afternoon. Though the setting sun lit the peaks and ridges, close over them hung a towering mass of cloud like the mirror image of the mountains below.

Long before dawn they were moving again. Batai Khan pushed onward, fearful of the storms that come suddenly at high altitudes where there was no fodder for man or beast. Pushing up beside him, Tohkta noted that the old man’s face was drawn by cold and weariness. Batai Khan was old…older even than Tola Beg.

“Batai Khan,” Tohkta asked, “now that we are among our mountains we must fight the soldiers. They must not be allowed to return with knowledge of this trail. Their leader, most of all, must be killed.” He explained what Chu Shih had wanted.

“Tohkta,” the old man paused, “you will await them in the pass. You are right and the beasts move slowly; we must have time. These fifty yak and many fat-tailed sheep will mean wealth to your wife’s father and food and comfort for our people. But do not fight so hard that you do not return to us. Let the mountains do their work and if these soldiers come to the Yurung-kash we will be waiting for them.”

“I shall remain with him,” Tola Beg spoke up.

All those with modern rifles stayed beside Tohkta, eager to test them on their former owners. Two others remained, hopeful of obtaining more rifles for themselves. The pass was a natural point for a surprise attack, and so the Tochari set their trap where it would be unexpected, in its narrowing approach.

Though they had little ammunition, each fired several ranging shots to check the sights of their new weapons. They then concealed themselves, all but two, along the walls of rock before the deep cleft that was the pass. There they waited, waited for their enemies to come.





AND THEY CAME, the Chinese soldiers did. But they came slowly because of the great altitude, which bothered horses as well as the men.

Tohkta watched them from far across the elevated basin, and it began to snow once more. One of the horses slipped and fell, but the soldiers helped it up and came on.

How many were there? A hundred or more. But they were not dressed or provisioned for the high mountains. Tohkta could tell this because, though all were mounted, they had few packhorses, and these seemed to carry only weapons and ammunition.

At three hundred yards Tohkta and his hidden men opened fire. Instantly there was confusion. A milling of horses and men. For a moment only sporadic fire was returned, then Chu Shih rode into the midst of them on a tall gray horse and suddenly there was order. Soldiers dropped to the ground and sought cover, the bullets striking the rocks around Tohkta and his men were no longer random; it now seemed that the fire was seeking out each of them as separate targets.

“Be ready!” Tohkta called out as under the covering fire a group of soldiers swarmed forward. “Now, run!”

Tohkta turned and ran himself. Before him, Basruddin spun and fired one last shot before entering the pass. The others followed as rifle fire cracked and whined off the rocks around them. Tohkta had known that they couldn’t stand off a concerted attack, but he also knew that in the thin air of the mountains he and his men could outrun any lowland soldier.

Chu Shih’s men paused in their rush to fire at the fleeing Tocharis, but their breath came too hard at fourteen thousand feet and their shots went wild. At a signal from their leader, soldiers on horseback charged into the pass to pursue the retreating tribesmen, but this was exactly what Tohkta had been planning for.

Tola Beg and a strong young boy had made their way up the steep walls of the pass and together they had found a precariously balanced boulder that the yak hunter had spotted years before. With their shoulders braced against the cliff behind them and their feet on the huge rock they waited. They waited until they heard the sound of firing stop and the sound of horsemen entering the pass. Then they pushed.

Nothing happened.

They eased up and Tola Beg looked at the boy and they pushed together then released and pushed again. Suddenly the boulder was rocking and Tola Beg pushed hard, pushed with all the strength he had in his old body and with all the strength he had in his mind. Something gave inside of him, something in his back, but he pushed on through the blossoming pain and then the boulder was rolling. It dropped from sight, and Tola Beg could feel its impact further down the mountain, then he heard the roar of other rocks falling with it and the screams of men and horses.





TOHKTA, IBRAHIM, AND Basruddin turned and threw themselves back into the maelstrom of dust and flying rock that now choked the pass. They had seen little of it, for they had been running for their lives not only from the soldiers but from the landslide that nearly took them as well. It had only been the fast thinking of Ibrahim that had saved them, for as soon as they cleared the pass he had forced the running tribesmen into a corner of the hillside protected from the crashing torrent of rock.

Now they pushed their way back through the slide, and while Ibrahim mercilessly stripped the dead and wounded soldiers of guns and ammunition, Tohkta and Basruddin poured fire into the oncoming Chinese. Their lines wavered and fell back, the impact of this double ambush overcoming even Chu Shih’s leadership. As soon as the soldiers had taken cover Tohkta and his followers fled back through the pass to where the others had brought up the horses.

Under a sky dense with cloud they started down the rocky slope. The men were excited by their victory, but Tohkta saw the look on the face of Tola Beg and knew that he was in pain. In the trees far below the pass they waited to see what the Han Chinese soldiers would do.

Chu Shih was taking no chances. After some time had passed there was activity around the mouth of the pass: a scouting party who had, no doubt, worked their way carefully through the rockfall alert for additional trouble. Then they watched as a squad moved into position on the hillside beside the entrance to the pass and set up a position with a machine gun unlimbered from one of the packhorses. Then, the area totally secure, mounted troops began to file out into the area controlled by the gun. Soon they would be ready to continue the pursuit.

Tohkta and his men filtered silently back into the trees. They had been very successful, counting many enemy dead or wounded, and Tola Beg was their only casualty. The old man had torn something in his back and could barely ride, being in constant pain.





BY AFTERNOON THEY were back up out of the trees and on a vast tilted plateau of snow and barren rock. The trail left by Batai Khan and his party was easily visible. The old warrior was pressing along as quickly as was possible, but Tohkta could tell that they were not far ahead. At the far edge of the plateau, just beyond their sight lay the beginnings of the trail down to the bridge. Remembering that trail and the bridge itself, Tohkta was suddenly frightened. However quickly his grandfather had been able to move the animals, once on the narrow trail their pace would slow to a crawl, and at the head of the bridge the beasts must be carefully managed or they would balk and panic. It might have been better to have turned them out into one of the mountain valleys on this side of the river, but as Tohkta galloped his horse along the path left by the horsemen and animals, he could see that was not the course that the old chieftain had taken.

Batai Khan was counting on the gorge of the Yurung-kash to protect the village. Since the beginning of time the approach to the bridge had been their village’s greatest defense. The descending trail was exposed in every way, while the trail to the bridge from the side of the village wound between trees and rocks, the cover allowing the tribesmen to pour rifle and arrow fire into any attacker unlucky enough to start down the path.

Even though Tohkta had managed as successful an ambush as he could imagine in the pass, Chu Shih’s management of the situation had been impressive. He had acted with courage, and once the officer had realized the danger he had carefully covered his men with the machine gun and then organized his column before proceeding. Even on the exposed approaches of the bridge trail Tohkta feared the effect that the rapid firer would have. Chu Shih must not be allowed to cross the gorge to their village and pastures, but he must not be allowed to return to report of this mountain route either. Something had to be done and it had to be done soon.

At the edge of the plateau the dark canyon of the Yurung-kash became visible in the distance. Looking back, Tohkta could see the first of the Han Chinese scouts fanning out as they discovered themselves facing open ground. There was one more thing that the young Tochari could see and it was this that gave him hope. The high ridges behind the soldiers were invisible…invisible because of falling snow. The storm was headed toward them, but what was more important was the amount of snow that would build up in the pass. At fourteen thousand feet it wouldn’t take long for the way back to Sinkiang to be closed for the season. Perhaps the weather would take care of one of their troubles.

He reined around and whistled to his men. “The invaders must not be allowed to return to the desert,” he told them. “God brings a storm to answer our prayers, but they will try to reach our village. Even now Batai Khan may be crossing with Yakub’s herds. We must hold the Chinese here to give our men time to clear the bridge, and we must hold them here to give the father of storms time to fill the pass.”

They tied their horses where the trail dipped into the gorge. The bridge was a long way down and beyond a bend, but through the trees and rock Tohkta could see animals straggling up the trail on the other side. Good. If they could hold out for an hour Batai Khan would have the resistance organized and the trail to the bridge would become a trail of death for the Chinese. All Tohkta would have to do is get down the trail and across the bridge with four score soldiers at his heels.

Tohkta called for the boy who had helped Tola Beg and one other. He gathered up the nine rifles that Ibrahim had taken from the fallen troops in the pass; he weighed them heavily with ammunition also.

“Go to Batai Khan,” he said. “Have him give these rifles to the best marksmen among our people. We must guard the bridge like in the stories of old, he will know what to do. Now go!”

He turned to the remaining men. “Go with them and prepare. Basruddin, Ibrahim, and Loshed; these I would keep with me.”

“And I,” said Tola Beg. When Tohkta began to protest he raised a hand. “Do not tell me I am hurt. It is only pain, I can still shoot farther than any man here and my hands are steady.”

“All right.” Tohkta shook his head but smiled. “Let us go see at what distance your lightning can strike.”





BASRUDDIN AND IBRAHIM crawled, flat to the ground, into the plain of ice and boulders. Tohkta, Loshed, and Tola Beg found their way to a group of rocks and carefully prepared a shooting position for the old hunter. Just over a hundred yards behind them they set up another position at the head of the Yurung-kash trail.

Though the plateau was flat, it angled downward away from them. The oncoming Chinese were clearly visible, and while they had some cover available, they could not use it and advance at the same time.

When they were nine hundred yards off, Tola Beg squeezed off his first shot. It struck at the ground just before the first horse, which reared and panicked.

“It was low. Six or seven feet.” Tohkta, watching through the hunter’s spyglass, advised him.

The rider had fallen from the horse even as the others scattered out, dismounting. As the fallen rider got to his feet, Tola Beg shot him through the thigh.

“The leg…two feet low.”

The fallen rider, the man shot through the leg, was lucky, for Tola Beg now had their range. The yak hunter’s next three targets died instantly, felled by bullets they didn’t even hear.

Soldiers dove for cover; in moments the top of the plateau was empty but for standing horses. Tohkta had spotted where Chu Shih had gone to ground, and from that shallow depression he saw a flicker of movement and, a moment later, could hear the distant sound of a barked order. The hand of Chu Shih went up and gestured right and left. Instantly, six soldiers moved the one way, and six the other, advancing to flank Tohkta’s small party.

But Tohkta had planned for this. He opened up on the men to the right and Loshed joined him. While they lacked the practice of the old hunter, both had good eyes, and soon they forced their targets further off down the top of the plateau, out of range.

Occasionally shots clattered in the rocks around them, but their cover was good and the range extreme. Several of the main party had pushed the advance and were struggling to set up a machine gun. “They have come far to die,” Tola Beg said, and squeezed off two shots.

Out upon the granite a man screamed and died. And then the six flankers to the left ran into Ibrahim and Basruddin, belly down in the snow. Tohkta could not see all that happened, but within a moment five of the Chinese were dead; the last shot down as he ran panic-stricken back toward the main body.

Tohkta and Loshed cheered…and then the machine gun opened up. Tracers flew, like flickering meteors, the snow and earth around Basruddin shredded, the bullets throwing up gouts of mud then blood as the gun crew expertly worked their weapon. The heavy throbbing of shots ended, then the bullets were striking around them!

Tracers flashed toward the rocks. Loshed howled, a bright red line appearing on the back of his hand. Tola Beg twisted out of the way, grimacing as his back spasmed. Three times dust jumped from his heavy sheepskin coat and then there was blood on his lips. Tohkta dropped behind a rock trembling. He glanced at Loshed.

“The old hawk is dead.” Scattered flakes of snow drifted from the dark sky.

“Basruddin too, and maybe Ibrahim,” Tohkta said. Behind them the machine gun lashed the rock, and ricochets whined off into the clouds like banshees. Then the fire tore high into the air to drop down and the end of its arc spattering like heavy rain inside their fort of rock. The gunner worked the falling bullets back and forth.

How can you fight this weapon? Tohkta damned himself for a fool. You couldn’t raise your head, you couldn’t even take cover. It took the random inaccuracy of rifle ammunition at long range and used that to its advantage, peppering a whole area with fire. Under its protection Chu Shih’s soldiers would be advancing.

“Run to the horses,” Tohkta commanded. “Our other position is useless. Get to the bridge. We will put our trust in God and Batai Khan. Let us hope that one or the other is ready for us.”

They ran. First Loshed, then Tohkta, who paused a moment to scoop up the ammunition of Tola Beg and to touch his cold form once on the back. They ran with bullets hitting all around them, but the light was going and with the oncoming storm, snow filled the air. Then a rifle opened up seeking out the oncoming soldiers from the rocks at the head of the trail, covering them as they ran. They came to the horses, sliding down the hillside, landing in trampled snow. Ibrahim was waiting for them. He grinned. “I killed two more. They will be Basruddin’s servants in heaven!”

Stepping into the saddle, Tohkta could clearly see the advancing Chinese, spread out in a skirmish line. The squad with the machine gun was struggling forward with the heavy weapon, the altitude weighing them down as much as the ammunition and tripod. Behind them, almost hidden by the swirling veils of snow, Chu Shih was bringing the horses up.

They came on, relentlessly. They had passed the point where they could retreat through the pass; in the time it would take to get back to that notch in the mountains it would be too late. Chu Shih’s only hope for either victory or survival was to press on, find the Tochari village with its warm felt tents, its supplies of fuel and food. Nothing could survive upon the high plateaus. Tohkta knew then that he hated them, hated them with a wild hatred mingled with fear, for that slender, whiplike man was relentless as a hungry wolf, fierce as a cornered tiger. His men might whimper and wish to go back, but he drove them on.

A group of mounted soldiers thundered forward, through a gap in the line of advancing troops. Tohkta wheeled his horse, and the three of them plunged down the switchbacked trail. The horses skidded on the icy gravel; Ibrahim’s mount slid and its shoulder struck Tohkta in the leg, sending both horses and riders into a painful collision with the rock wall.

Then the firing began from the head of the trail. With a wild glance thrown back up the slope Tohkta saw a knot of soldiers gathered there, rifles aimed almost vertically down at them. Flame stabbed from the gun muzzles, but then the soldiers were pushed aside and a squad of Han horsemen with Chu Shih in the lead took to the trail.

Tohkta, Ibrahim, and Loshed clattered through a straight stretch. The bridge was only one hundred yards off to their right, but it was still far below them. A bullet snapped past him and, looking up, Tohkta saw the first switchback lined with kneeling soldiers all firing down at them. Closer still, Chu Shih and his band of horsemen came on, less than a half dozen switchbacks above.

Bullets ricocheted off the rocks. One caught Loshed across the top of the arm and he laughed, smearing his wounded hand with blood and waving it at Tohkta as they turned their horses into another level. Then a bullet caught him in the side and another pierced the spine of his horse and he was falling, the horse was falling, from the narrow trail and disappearing into the rocks hundreds of feet below.

At that moment a fusillade of rifle fire exploded from concealed points along the trail leading up to the Tochari village. Soldiers fell from the top of the trail, and in a moment the Chinese and the villagers were pouring volley after volley into each other in the thundering confines of the gorge.

Reaching the shelf where the bridge stanchions had been fastened to the rock, Tohkta dropped from his horse and was met by Batai Khan and four warriors armed with old rifles. Ibrahim turned his horse tightly in the narrow space.

“They follow us closely, Grandfather!” Tohkta pointed up the trail. But the four men had pressed forward, and as the first of Chu Shih’s horsemen came into sight they fired, sending the first horse screaming over the cliff edge, its rider still astride, and collapsing two more in a struggling mass, blocking the trail.

Above, the machine gun opened up, forcing the defenders on the trail to cover and allowing soldiers to crowd their way onto the trail again. In the gray light of the gorge tracers whipped like hellfire, streaking in all directions as the burning bullets bounced from the rock and whirled away into the oncoming night.

The nearest soldiers were advancing again; using the dead horses as cover, they rained fire on the shelf, leaving few areas of even partial safety. Chu Shih was, whatever else he might be, a leader. Yet better than any of them he knew how desperately he must cross the bridge and take the village.

Tohkta nestled the stock of the rifle against his cheek, measuring the distance. He squeezed off his shot, and the man at whom he fired froze, then fell. The snow fell faster. Blown particles stung like bits of steel upon their cheeks. The Chinese above moved in. One paused to crouch against the rock wall. Ibrahim shot him, and he rolled down the trail to their feet.

At the top of the trail more soldiers made their way down the switchbacks, covered by the machine gun. They came in short, quick dashes, utilizing the slightest bits of cover. Ever they drew closer. Occasionally there would be the crack of one of the captured rifles or the dull boom of a muzzle-loader from the villager’s side of the gorge and often a soldier would fall, but always this would instantly attract a lash of resumed fire from the machine gun.





WE MUST GO, Batai Khan,” said Tohkta. “We cannot hold out here.”

“Yes,” agreed the old man, and motioned to his companions to cross the bridge. He dropped into their place and, as they ran into the open, dropped the first soldier to raise a rifle. Ibrahim shot and Tohkta was beside him firing and reloading, but the second Tochari on the bridge was down and as the others bent to pick him up another was shot and fell into the crevasse. Then Ibrahim ran, pounding across the swaying bridge.

The old man put his hand on Tohkta’s arm. “Go,” he said. “Go, Tohkta Khan. I will stay.”

It was not lost on Tohkta that Batai Khan had used the leader’s title. He shook his head.

“No,” Tohkta protested. “Our people need you.”

“Go, I say!” He glared at Tohkta from his fierce cold eyes. Then in a softer voice, he said, “Would you have me die as an old horse dies? I cannot stop them,” he said, “but the bridge can.”

Tohkta stared at him, uncomprehending. Then it came to him, and he was astonished. For an instant he was filled with despair as he realized what tremendous cost had gone to the building of this bridge, the long struggle with the mountain and the river, the backbreaking toil. “You would destroy our bridge? It cost four years to build!”

“What are four years of work against four thousand years of freedom. In time, you can build another bridge.” Even as his grandfather spoke, he knew it was what they must do. The despair left him.

Together they knelt and fired, retreated a few steps, then fired again. An icy wind roared down the tunnel of the gorge, and the bridge swayed before it. Down the cliff trail they could see them coming now, many dark figures, blossoming with fire. Bullets struck about them.

Batai Khan was hit, and he fell, losing his grip upon the rifle, which fell into the void. Tohkta bent to lift him but there was a gleam in the old man’s eye. “Leave me here! You must destroy the bridge and silence the devil gun.”

“Yes, Grandfather.”

“Tohkta Khan, go with God!”

Batai Khan tore loose and fell to the stone. Snow drove down the gorge, obliterating all before them. And Tohkta ran though his heart was crushed.

On the bridge the howling wind caught him. The ropes flexed and jumped with every step and bullets tore through the rope and wood around him. Soldiers depressed the muzzle of the machine gun, holding the tail of the tripod high, and tracers tore at him. One left a smoldering hole in his sheephide jacket, another left a slice like that of a knife upon his calf.

Then he was across, he fell, and was struggling to rise when he felt small hands lift him. It was Kushla. Ibrahim was there, reloading his Chinese rifle.

“Go!” He grabbed her by the shoulders. “Have men bring axes. We must cut the bridge!”

Ibrahim was next. “Come on!” Tohkta said. “We must stop the machine gun!”

The three of them ran. They ran up the narrow trail, and though there was cover it was scant enough. Bullets flew. Tocharis fired back from behind rocks or trees. Men on both sides of the gorge died.

As he went Tohkta gathered up the few men with stolen rifles, and when he could wait no longer they took cover behind a boulder. There were five of them.

“We must destroy the devil gun!” Tohkta ordered them. “We must kill those who use it and any who are close, we must keep firing though we all may die. With that gun, the Hans can take the bridge before we can cut it. Are you ready?”

Together they rose and as one fired up and across the crevasse and into the group of soldiers around the gun. Several fell, and as Tohkta worked the bolt on his rifle, the gunner began to swing the muzzle. Fire sliced toward them and they fired again and again. Bullets bounded into the rock, into Ibrahim, tore Tohkta’s rifle from his grasp and ripped his thigh. But as he fell so did the Chinese gunner, and the two tribesmen left standing shot the next nearest man too.

Tohkta lurched to his feet. The gun was silent, the crew a struggling mob of the dead and dying. He lifted Ibrahim’s rifle and shot a man who lifted himself from the trail near the gun. The man fell, clutched at the edge of the trail and, as the rock crumbled in his fingers, clutched at the barrel of the machine gun.

A moment later the man was spinning down into the gorge and the gun was falling fast behind him. Tohkta felt like crying out in triumph, but the day had been too expensive in lives and a dozen or more soldiers had poured onto the shelf where the stanchions of the bridge were fastened. Chinese and Tochari defenders alike were firing into each other at near point-blank range.

Then the roar of guns dropped to an occasional shot as tribesmen fled up the trail toward Tohkta. Across the river, at the turn of the last switchback, a slim figure astride a gray horse moved. Chu Shih rode forward. His mount leaped the mound of dead horses and men as if they were a low gate and not sprawled bodies on a narrow trail with a sheer drop on one side.

The soldiers parted as their commander rode amongst them; then, with riflemen in the lead, he started out onto the bridge.

Tohkta boiled with rage. He would never let them cross! He stumbled into a prone position and taking careful aim at Chu Shih’s head squeezed the trigger.

The rifle clicked on an empty chamber. He was out of ammunition!

Down on the shelf there was flickering movement. The form of Batai Khan stood and drew the broadsword from the scabbard across his back. The razor-sharp blade flashed as he brought it down on one of the two ropes that held the right side of the bridge. The blade bit and bit again. Then the rope gave way and suddenly the bridge sagged and swung.

Chu Shih turned in his saddle, the horse rearing as the weakened bridge bucked and twisted like a living thing. There was a shot and Batai Khan jerked. More soldiers came running down the trail, firing their rifles. The first of these skidded to a stop, working the bolt of his gun, and Batai Khan’s great sword struck, disemboweling the man. Suddenly Han soldiers on all sides were firing. The men on the tilting, swaying bridge, the soldiers on the trail, all fired as the ancient Tochari leader turned, his massive body pierced by a half dozen bullets, and brought his blade down on the other right-hand rope.

The ends of the second tether, not cut through, spun and twisted as they unraveled. There was a frozen moment, then the soldiers ran panic-stricken back toward the rock shelf. For a moment the eyes of the Tochari chieftain and the Chinese officer locked, then Batai Khan raised his sword and bellowed, “Yol Bolsun!”

A single shot brought him down. The sword clattering to the rocks beside him. A single shot from an unknown trooper on the bridge…a shot that did no good at all, for the primitive rope shredded and the floor of the bridge peeled away, hanging twisted almost a thousand feet over the roaring waters.

Chu Shih’s horse fell, sliding, taking four soldiers with it. The officer grabbed for one of the ropes on the high side of the bridge, held for a moment, then tumbled toward the river far below.

Tohkta struggled to stand as two villagers ran past him, axes at the ready. In a moment the villagers reformed their positions along the trail and, with scathing fire, drove the remaining Han soldiers up the switchback trail. Following them down to the bridgehead Tohkta watched as the axmen cut the bridge away. It collapsed with a crash against the far wall of the gorge. On the rock shelf above it lay the body of Batai Khan.

“Yol Bolsun,” Tohkta whispered as Kushla came to stand beside him.

“What was that, my love?” she said.

“It means good-bye or good luck…May There Be a Road.” After a moment Tohkta laughed. For even though Batai Khan had destroyed their bridge he had bought them time. Time to live, to raise another generation in freedom, time to plan…if necessary time to escape. This, in its own way, was as much of a road as that once joined by their bridge. He had a vision of a Buddhist’s spinning prayer wheel. Even as they had once been connected to their future by the bridge, now they were connected to the future by the lack of it. A season? A year? A decade? Who could tell, but, as the Tochari know, nothing but the mountains lasts forever.

By torchlight, Tohkta Khan gathered his dead and returned to the village with his bride. The future given them by Batai Khan would begin tomorrow, and there was much to do.


FIGHTER’S FIASCO



GOOD HEAVYWEIGHTS ARE scarcer than feather pillows in an Eskimo’s igloo, so the first time I took a gander at this “Bambo” Bamoulian, I got all hot under the collar and wondered if I was seeing things. Only he wasn’t Bambo then, he was just plain Januz Bamoulian, a big kid from the Balkans, with no more brains than a dead man’s heel. But could he sock! I’m getting ahead of myself.…





I AM WALKING down the docks wondering am I going to eat, and if so, not only when but where and with what, when I see an ape with shoulders as wide as the rear end of a truck jump down off the gangway of a ship and start hiking toward another guy who is hustling up to meet him. It looks like fireworks, so I stand by to see the action, and if the action is going to be anything like the string of cuss words the guy is using, it should be good.

This guy is big enough to gather the Empire State Building under one arm and the Chrysler Tower under the other, and looks tough enough to buck rivets with his chin, so I am feeling plenty sorry for the other guy until he gets closer and I can get a flash at him. And that look, brother, was my first gander at the immortal Bambo Bamoulian.

He is about four inches shorter than the other guy, thicker in the chest, but with a slim waist and a walk like a cat stepping on eggs. He is a dark, swarthy fellow, and his clothes are nothing but rags, but I ain’t been in the fight racket all these years without knowing a scrapper when I see one.

Me, I ain’t any kind of a prophet, but a guy don’t need to be clairvoyant to guess this second lug has what it takes. And what is more, he don’t waste time at it. He sidles up close to the big guy, ducks a wide right swing, and then smacks him with a fist the size of a baby ham, knocking him cold as a Labrador morning!

Old Man Destiny doesn’t have to more than smack me in the ear with a ball bat before I take a hint, so I step up to this guy.

“Say,” I butt in. “Mightn’t you happen to be a fighter?”

“How would you like to take a walk off the pier,” he snarls, glaring at me like I’d swiped his socks or something. “You double-decked something-or-other, I am a fighter! What does that look like?” And he waves a paw at the study in still life draped over the dock.

“I mean for money, in the ring. You know, for dough, kale, dinero, gelt, sugar, geetus, the—”

“I get it!” he yelps brightly. “You mean for money!”

What would you do with a guy like that?

“That’s the idea,” I says, trying to be calm. “In the ring, and with the mitts.”

“It’s okay by me. I’ll fight anybody for anything! For money, marbles, or chalk, but preferably money. Marbles and chalk are kind of tough on the molars!”

“Then drop that bale hook and come with me. I am the best fight manager in the world, one of the two smartest guys in the universe, an’ just generally a swell guy!”

“That’s okay. I like you, too!” he says.

Ignoring what sounds faintly like a crack, I say, “They are wanting a fighter over at the Lyceum Club. And we’ll fight whoever they got, we don’t care who he is.”

“We? Do both of us fight one guy? Mister, I don’t need no help.”

“No, you fight. I’m the brains, see? The manager, the guy that handles the business end. Get it?”

“Oh, so you’re the brains? That’s swell, it gives you somethin’ t’ do, an’ we’ll manage somehow!”

I looks at him again, but he is walking along swinging those big hooks of his. I catch up, “Don’t call me mister. My name is McGuire, ‘Silk’ McGuire. It’s Silk because I’m a smooth guy, see?”

“So is an eel smooth,” he says.

A few minutes later, I lead my gorilla into Big Bill Haney’s office and park him on a chair in the outer room with his cap in his mitts. Then I breeze inside.

“Hello, Bill!” I says cheerfully. “Here I am again! You got that heavyweight for the four-rounder tonight?”

“What d’ you care?” he says, sarcastic. “You ain’t had a fighter in a year that could punch his way out of a paper bag!”

“Wrong,” I says coldly. “Climb out of that swivel chair and cast your lamps over this—” And I dramatically swing the door open and give him a gander at my fighter, who has parked his number tens on the new mahogany table.

“Hell,” he says, giving Bambo the once-over. “That ain’t no fighter. That chump is fresh off the boat.”

“No wisecracks. That guy is the greatest puncher since Berlenbach and faster than even Loughran. He’s tougher than a life stretch on Alcatraz, and he ain’t never lost a battle!”

“Never had one, either, huh?”

Big Bill looks Januz over with a speculative glint in his eyes, and I know what he sees. Whatever else he may have, he does have color, and that’s what they pay off on. My bohunk looks like a carbon copy of the Neanderthal man, whoever he was, only a little tougher and dumber.

“Okay,” Haney says grudgingly. “I’ll give him the main go tonight with ‘Dead-Shot’ Emedasco. Take it or leave it.”

“With who?” I yelps. “Why, that guy has knocked over everyone from here to China!”

“You asked for a fight, didn’t you?” he sneers. “Well, you got one. That clown of yours would’ve dragged down about twenty bucks for getting bounced on his ear by some preliminary punk; with the Dead-Shot he’ll get not less than five centuries. Why are you kicking?”

“But this guy’s a prospect. He can go places. I don’t want him knocked off in the start, do I? Chees, give a guy a chance, won’t you?”

“Forget it. That’s the only spot open. I filled that four-rounder yesterday, and then Hadry did a run-out on the main event, so I can shove your boy in there. If he lives through it, I’ll give him another shot. What do you call him?”

“Hey, buddy?” I barks at him. “What d’ you call yourself?”

“Me? I come without calling,” he grins. “But my name is Bamoulian. Januz Bamoulian. J-a-n-u-z—”

“Skip it!” I says hastily. “We’ll call you Bambo Bamoulian!”





I TOUCH HANEY for a fin, so we can eat, and we barge down to Coffee Dan’s to hang on the feed bag. While Dan is trying to compose a set of ham and eggs, I go into a huddle with myself trying to figure out the answers. This big tramp Dead-Shot Emedasco is poison. Or that’s the way he sounds in the papers. I have never seen him, but a guy hears plenty. I usually get all the dope on those guys, but this is one I missed somehow. He has been touring the sticks knocking over a lot of guys named Jones, and on paper looks like the coming heavyweight champ.

The way Bambo charges them ham and eggs, I decide we better fight early and often, and that I’d rather buy his clothes than feed him. But while I am on my third cup of coffee, me not being a big eater myself as I’m nearly out of money again, I look up and who should be steering a course for our table but “Swivel-Neck” Hogan.

Now, I like Swivel-Neck Hogan like I enjoy the galloping cholera, and he has been faintly irritated with me ever since a poker game we were in. He had dealt me a pair of deuces from the bottom of the deck, and I played four aces, which relieved him of fifty bucks, so I know that whenever he approaches me there is something in the air besides a bad smell.

“Hey, you!” he growls. “The skipper wants ya.”

“Say, Bambo,” I says, “do you smell a skunk or is that just Swivel-Neck Hogan?”

“Awright, awright,” he snarls, looking nasty with practically no effort. “Can dat funny stuff! The chief wants ya!”

As I said, I like Swivel-Neck like the seven-year itch, but I have heard he is now strong-arming for “Diamond-Back” Dilbecker, a big-shot racketeer, and that he has taken to going around with a gat in every pocket, or something.

“Act your age,” I says, pleasant-like. “You may be the apple of your mother’s eye, but you’re just a spoiled potato to me.” Then I turns to Bambo and slips him my key. “Take this and beat it up to the room when you get through eating, an’ stick around till I get back. I got to see what this chump wants. It won’t take long.”

Bambo gets up and hitches his belt up over his dinner. He gives Swivel-Neck a glare that would have raised a blister on a steel deck. “You want I should bounce this cookie, Silk?” he says, eagerly. “Five to one I can put him out for an hour.”

“It’d be cheap at twice the price,” I chirps. “But let it ride.”





WHEN WE GET to Dilbecker’s swanky-looking apartment, there are half a dozen gun guys loafing in the living room. Any one of them would have kidnapped and murdered his own nephew for a dime, and they all look me over with a sort of professional stare as though measuring up space in a cornerstone or a foundation. This was pretty fast company for yours truly, and nobody knows this better than me.

Dilbecker looks up when I come in. He is a short, fat guy, and he is puffy about the gills. I feel more at home when I see him, for Diamond-Back Dilbecker and me is not strangers. In fact, away back when, we grew up within a couple of blocks of each other, and we called him Sloppy, something he’d like to forget now that he’s tops in his racket.

“McGuire,” he says, offhand. “Have a cigar.” He shoves a box toward me, and when I pocket a handful I can see the pain in his eyes. I smile blandly and shove the stogies down in my pockets, figuring that if I am to go up in smoke it might just as well be good smoke.

“I hear you got a fighter,” he begins. “A boy named Bamoulian?”

“Yeah, I got him on for tonight. Going in there for ten stanzas with Emedasco.” Now, I wonder as I size him up, what is this leading up to? “And,” I continue, “he’ll knock the Dead-Shot so cold, he’ll keep for years!”

“Yeah?” Dilbecker frowns impressively. “Maybe so, maybe no. But that’s what I want t’ see you about. I got me a piece of Emedasco’s contract, and tonight I think he should win. I’d like to see him win by a kayo in about the third round.”

Dilbecker slips out a drawer and tosses a stack of bills on the desk. “Of course, I’m willing to talk business. I’ll give you a grand. What do you say?”

I bit off the end of one of his cigars, taking my time and keeping cool. Actually, I got a sinking feeling in my stomach and a dozen cold chills playing tag up and down my spine.

Dilbecker’s at a loss for patience. “Take it, it’s a better offer than you’ll get five minutes from now,” he growls. “Things could happen to you, bad things…if you know what I mean.”

He’s right, of course. He’s got a room full of bad things on the other side of the door. I hate to give in to this kid I used to know on the old block but what the hell…lookin’ at him I realize it may be my life on the line. Nevertheless, a man’s got to have his pride.

“Don’t come on hard with me, Dilbecker. You may be a tough guy now because you got a crowd o’ gun guys in the next room but I remember when the kids from St. Paul’s used to chase you home from school!”

“Yeah? Well you forget about it!” he says. “Set this fight and don’t make me mad or both you and the Slavic Slugger’ll wake up to find yourselves dead!”

Now, I’m not bringing it up but I helped him escape from the parochial school boys a time or few and I took my lumps for it, too. I’m not bringing it up but it’s got my blood pressure going anyway.

“Awright, you said your piece,” I says, as nasty as I can make it. “And now I’m sayin’ mine. I’m sending my boy out there to win and you can keep your money and your gunsels and your damned cigars!” I tossed the load from my pocket on his desk. “I got connections, too. You want to bring muscle? I’ll bring muscle, I’ll bring guns and sluggers, whatever it takes.”

He laughs at me, but it’s not a nice laugh. “Muscle? You? You’re a comedian. You should have an act. You bum, you been broke for months. You know better than to put the angle on me. Now get out of here, an’ your boy dives t’night, or you’ll get what Dimmer got!”

Only a week ago they dragged “Dimmer” Chambers out of the river, and him all wound up in a lot of barbed wire and his feet half burned off. Everybody knows it is Dilbecker’s job, but they can’t prove nothing. I am very sensitive about the feet, and not anxious to get tossed off no bridges, but Bamoulian will fight, and maybe—a very big maybe—he can win!

Also, I don’t like being pushed around. So, am I brave? I don’t know. I get out of there quick. I got the rest of my life to live.





SO WE GO down to the Lyceum and I don’t tell the big ape anything about it. He’s happy to see me and raring to go; I don’t want to distract him any. I’m bustin’ a sweat because I’ve got no connections, no muscle, no gun guys and Sloppy Dilbecker has. I do, however, call in some favors. There’s an old car, which is sitting right outside the dressing-room door, and a pawnshop .38, which is in my pocket. And running shoes, which is on my feet.

Now it’s nearly time and I am getting rather chilled about those feet by then, although it looks like they’ll be warm enough before the evening is over. Several times I look out the dressing-room door, and every time I stick my head out there, there is a great, big, ugly guy who looks at me with eyes like gimlets, and I gulp and pull my head in. I don’t want Bambo worried going into the ring, although he sure don’t look worried now, so I says nothing. He is cheerful, and grinning at me, and pulling Cotton’s kinky hair, and laughing at everybody. I never saw a guy look so frisky before a battle. But he ain’t seen Dead-Shot Emedasco yet, either!

Once, I got clear down to the edge of the ring, looking the crowd over. Then I get a chill. Right behind the corner where we will be, is Sloppy Dilbecker and three of his gun guys. But what opens my eyes and puts the chill in my tootsies again is the fact that the seats all around them are empty. The rest of the house is a sellout. But those empty seats…It looks like he’s saving space for a whole crew of tough guys.

It is only a few minutes later when we get the call, and as we start down the aisle to the ring, I am shaking in my brand-new shoes. Also, I am wondering why I had to be unlucky enough to get a fighter stuck in there with one of Dilbecker’s gorillas. And then, all of a sudden I hear something behind me that makes my hair crawl. It is the steady, slow, shuffling of feet right behind me.

When I look back, I almost drop the water bottle, for right behind me is that big dark guy who has been doing duty right outside our door, and behind him is a crowd of the toughest looking cookies you ever saw. They are big, hard-looking guys with swarthy faces, square jaws, and heavy black eyebrows.

While Bambo takes his stool, I see them filing into the empty seats behind Sloppy, and believe me they are the toughest crowd that ever walked. I ain’t seen none of them before. And except for one or two, they ain’t such flashy dressers as most of Dilbecker’s usual gun guys, but they are bigger, tougher, and meaner looking and when Cotton touches me on the arm, I let a yip out of me and come damn near pulling a faint right there. Who wouldn’t, with about fifty of those gun guys watching you?





WHEN I LOOK around, Emedasco is already in the ring. He is a big mug weighing about two hundred and fifty pounds and standing not over six feet seven inches!

We walk out for instructions, and as the bunch of us come together in the center of the ring, Bambo hauls off and takes a swing at Dead-Shot’s chin that missed by the flicker of an eyelash. Before we can stop them, Emedasco slammed a jarring right to Bambo’s head, and Bambo came back with a stiff left to the midsection! Finally we got them separated, and I tell Bambo to hold it until the fight starts, and when the bell rings we are still arguing.

Emedasco charged out of his corner like a mad bull and takes a swing at Bamoulian that would have torn his head off had it landed, but Bambo ducked and sank a wicked left into the big boy’s stomach. Then, as Emedasco followed with a clubbing right to the head, he clinched, and they wrestled around the ring until the referee broke them. They sparred for a second or two, and then Bambo cut loose with a terrific right swing that missed, but hit the referee on the side of the head and knocked him completely out of the ring and into the press benches.

Then those two big lugs stood flat-footed in the center of the ring and slugged like a couple of maniacs with a delirious crowd on its feet screaming bloody murder. Emedasco was a good sixty pounds heavier, but he was in a spot that night, for if ever a man wanted to fight, it was my Bambo Bamoulian.

I was so excited by the fight that I forgot all about Dilbecker, or what might happen if Bamoulian won, which looked like could happen now.

When the next bell sounded, Bambo was off his stool and across the ring with a left he started clear from his own corner, and it knocked Emedasco into the ropes. But that big boy was nobody’s palooka, and when he came back, it was with a volley of hooks, swings, and uppercuts that battered Bambo back across the ring, where he was slammed to the floor with a powerful right to the beezer.

The dumbfounded crowd, who had come to see Emedasco knock over another setup, were on their chairs yelling like mad, seeing a regular knockdown-and-drag-out brawl like everybody hopes to see and rarely finds. Bambo was right in his element. He knocked Dead-Shot Emedasco staggering with a hard left to the head, slammed a right to the body, and then dropped his hands and laughed at him. But Emedasco caught himself up and with one jump was back with a punch that would have shook Gilbraltar to its base. The next thing I know, Bambo is stretched on his shoulder blades in my corner, as flat as a busted balloon.

I lean over the ropes and yell for him to get up, and you could have knocked me cold with an ax when he turns around and says, grinning, “I don’t have to get up till he counts nine, do I?”

At nine he’s up, and as Emedasco rushes into him, I yell, “Hit him in the wind! Downstairs! In the stomach!”

Holding the raging Emedasco off with one hand while the big guy punches at him like a crazy man, my prize beauty leans over and says, “What did you say, huh?”

“Hit him in the stomach, you sap!” I bellowed. “Hit him in the stomach!”

“Oooh, I get it!” he says. “You mean hit him in the stomach!” And drawing back his big right fist, he fired it like a torpedo into Emedasco’s heaving midsection.

With a grunt like a barn had fell on him, Emedasco spun halfway around and started to drop. But before he could hit the canvas, Bambo stepped in and slammed both hands to the chin, and Emedasco went flying like a bum out of the Waldorf, and stayed down and stayed out.

We hustled back to the dressing room with the crowd cheering so loud you could have heard them in Sarawak, wherever that is, and believe me, I am in a sweat to get out of there.

As we rush by, I hear a wild yell from the big ugly guy who has had his eye on me all evening, and when I glance back that whole crowd is coming for me like a lot of madmen, so I dive into the dressing room and slam the door.

“Hey, what’s the idea?” Bambo demands. “Somebody might want to come in!”

“That’s just what I’m afraid of!” I cry. “The hallway is full of guys that want to come in!”

“But my brother’s out there!” Bambo insists, and jerks the door open, and before you could spell Dnepropetrovak, the room is full of those big, tough-looking guys.

I make a break for the door, but my toe hooked in the corner of Bambo’s bathrobe, which has fallen across a chair, and I do a nosedive to the floor. The gun goes sliding. Then something smacks me on the dome, and I go out like a light.

When I came to, the Bambo is standing over me, and the guy with the black eyes is holding my head.

“Awright, you got me! I give up!” I said. “You got me, now make the most of it.”

“Say, you gone nuts?” Bambo squints at me. “What’s eatin’ you, anyway? Snap out of it, I want you t’ meet my brother!”

“Your who?” I yelps. “You don’t mean to tell me this guy is your brother?”

“Sure, he came to see me fight. All these guys, they my people. We come from the Balkans together, so they come to see me fight. They work on the docks with me.”





I AM STILL laughing when we drop in at the Green Fan for some midnight lunch, and it isn’t until we are all set down that I remember it is one of Sloppy Dilbecker’s places. Just when I find I am not laughing anymore from thinking of that, who should come up but Swivel-Neck Hogan. Only he is different now, and he walks plenty careful, and edges up to my table like he is scared to death.

“Mr. McGuire?” he says.

“Well, what is it?” I bark at him. I don’t know why he should be scared, but bluff is always best. And if he is scared, he must be scared of something, and if a gun guy like Swivel-Neck is calling me mister, he must be scared of me, so I act real tough.

“Sloppy—I mean Diamond-Back—said to tell youse he was just ribbing this afternoon. He ain’t wantin’ no trouble, and how would youse like to cut in on the laundry an’ protection racket with him? He says youse got a nice bunch of gun guys, but there is room enough for all of youse.” 

For a minute I stare at him like he’s nuts, and then it dawns on me. I look around at those big, hard-boiled dock workers, guys who look like they could have started the Great War, because, when it comes right down to it…they did. I look back at Swivel-Neck.

“Nothing doing, you bum. Go an’ tell Sloppy I ain’t wanting none of his rackets. I got bigger an’ better things to do. But tell him to lay off me, see? And that goes for you, too! One wrong crack an’ I’ll have the Montenegran Mafia down on you, get me?”

He starts away, but suddenly I get an inspiration. Nothing like pushing your luck when the game is going your way.

“Hey!” I yells. “You tell Sloppy Dilbecker that my boys say they want the treats on the house t’night, an’ tell him to break out the best champagne and cigars he’s got, or else! Understand!”

I lean back in my chair and slip my thumbs into the armholes of my vest. I wink at Bambo Bamoulian, and grin.

“All it takes is brains, my boy, brains.”

“Yeah? How did you find that out?” he asks.


THE CACTUS KID



PAUSING AT THE head of the four steps that led to the floor of the dining room, the Cactus Kid surveyed the room with approval. In fact, he surveyed the world with approval. For the Cactus Kid, christened Nesselrode Clay, had but an hour before he closed a sale for one thousand head of beef cattle, and the check reposed in his pocket.

Moreover, the Kid was young, the Kid was debonair, and the Kid walked the earth with a lighthearted step and song on his lips. His suit was of tailored gray broadcloth, his hat of spotless white felt, his shirt was white, his tie black, and his black, perfectly polished hand-tooled boots were a miracle of Spanish leatherwork. Out of sight behind the black silk sash was a Smith & Wesson .44, one of the guns for whose skillful handling the Kid was renowned in places other than this.

He was handsome, he was immaculate, he was alive in this best of all possible worlds, and before him lay the expected pleasure of an excellent meal and a bottle of wine, and afterward a cigar. Surely, this was the life!

The wild grass ranges of Texas, Arizona, and Nevada were a dim memory, and lost with them was the smell of dust and cattle and singed hair and all the memories that attended the punching of cows.

Only one seat remained unoccupied, and the Cactus Kid descended to the main floor with the manner of a king entering his domain, and wove his way among the crowded tables, then paused briefly, his hand on the back of the empty chair. “You do not object, gentlemen?”

The two men who occupied the table lifted black, intent eyes and surveyed him with a cool and careful regard. Their faces were stern, their manners forbidding. “You are,” one of them said, “the Americano?”

“As you can tell”—the Kid gestured with both hands—“I am most definitely an Americano.”

“Be seated then, by all means.”

Had they meant to emphasize that “the”? Or was it his imagination? The menu took his attention from such mundane matters, and he looked upon the gastronomic paradise suggested by the card with satisfaction. A far cry, this, from beef and beans cooked over an open fire with rain beating down on your back while you ate! As the waiter drew near, the Kid looked up, and found the two men regarding him intently.

He returned their attention with interest. Both men were prosperous, well-fed. The waiter spoke, and the Kid turned and in flawless Spanish he ordered his meal. He was conscious, as he did so, that he had the undivided attention of his companions.

When the waiter had gone they looked at him and one spoke. “You speak Spanish.”

“As you see.”

“It is unexpected, but fortunate, perhaps.”

Something in their tone gave him the feeling they would have been more pleased had he not known their language.

“So”—it was the first man again—“I see you arrived all right.”

There was no reason for argument on that score. Despite various difficulties he had succeeded in bringing his herd of cattle through, and he had, he decided, arrived all right. “Yes,” he admitted.

“You are ready?”

A good question, the Kid decided. He decided, being in fine fettle, that he was undoubtedly ready. “Of course,” he said carelessly. And then he added, “I am always ready.”

“Good! The hour will be at six, in the morning.”

Their meals came, giving the Kid time for thought. Now what the deuce had he run into, anyway?

“That’s mighty early,” he suggested.

They looked at him sternly. “Of course. It must be early. You will be waiting outside?”

Perhaps, if he agreed, more information would be forthcoming.

“Yes, I’ll be waiting.”

Instead, they finished their meals in silence and left him, and he stared after them wondering. Oh, well. It was an entertaining dinner, anyway, and that was that. Catch him getting up at six in the morning! This was the first time in months that he’d had a chance to sleep late.

He scowled. What was it all about? Obviously, they thought he was someone else. Who did they think he was? His boss had told him to go ahead and enjoy himself for a couple of days after the cattle were delivered, and the Cactus Kid meant to do just that. And one way he planned to enjoy himself was sleeping late.

He was sitting over a glass of wine and a cigar when the door opened and he saw a tall, fine-looking old man come in with a girl—a girl who took his breath away.

The Cactus Kid sat up a little straighter. She was Spanish, and beautiful. Her eyes swept the room and then came to rest on him. They left him, and they returned. The Kid smiled.

Abruptly her glance chilled. One eyebrow lifted slightly and she turned away from him. The Kid hunched his shoulders, feeling frostbitten around the edges of his ego. The two seated themselves not far away, and the Kid looked at the older man. His profile was what is called “aristocratic,” his goatee and mustache were purest white. The waiters attended them with deference, and spoke to them in muted voices. Where one nonchalant waiter had drifted before, now a dozen of them rushed to and fro, covering the table with dishes, lavishing attention.

One waiter, and suddenly the Kid was aware that it was the same who had served him, was bending over the table talking to them in a low voice. As he talked, the girl looked toward the Cactus Kid, and after the waiter left, the older man turned and glanced toward him.

That he was an object of some interest to them was plain enough, but why? Could it have some connection with the two odd men he had just shared his meal with? In any event, the girl was undoubtedly the most beautiful he had ever seen—and quite aware of it.

Calling the waiter, he paid his bill, noting the man’s surreptitious glances. “Anything wrong?” he asked, studying the waiter with a cold glance.

“No, no, señor! Only…” He paused delicately.

“Only what?” the Kid demanded.

“Only the señor is so young! Too young,” he added, significantly, “to die so soon!”

Turning quickly, he threaded his way among the tables and was gone. The Cactus Kid stared after him, then walked to the dining-room steps and climbed them slowly. At the door he glanced back over his shoulder. The girl and the older man were watching him. As he caught their glance the girl made a little gesture with her hand and the Kid walked out of the room.

Whatever was happening here was too much for him. Unfortunately, he knew nobody in this part of Mexico except the man to whom he had delivered the cattle, and that had been more miles to the south. Somehow he had become involved in a plot, some development of which he knew nothing at all.

An hour of fruitless speculation told him nothing. He searched back through the recent weeks to find a clue, but he found no hint. And then he remembered the mysterious appointment for six tomorrow morning.

“At six?” he asked himself. “Nothing doing!”

An old Mexican loitered at the gate that led from the patio into the street. Casually, the Kid drifted across the patio to him, and there he paused. Taking his time, he built a cigarette, then offered the makings to the old Mexican.

The man glanced up at him out of shrewd old eyes. “Gracias, señor,” he said softly. He took the makings and rolled a cigarette, then returned the tobacco and papers to the Kid, who was about to strike a match. “No, señor,” he whispered, “behind the wall. It is not safe.”

The Cactus Kid scowled. “What isn’t safe?” he asked. “I don’t understand.”

“You have not been told? The man has many friends; they might decide it is safer to kill you now. The señor,” he added, “has a reputation.”

“Who do you think I am?” the Kid asked.

“Ah?” The peón looked at him wisely. “Who am I to know such a thing? It is enough that you are here. Enough that you will be here tomorrow.”

The Kid studied it over while he smoked, taking his time. The oblique angle seemed best. “Who,” he said, “was the beautiful señorita in the dining room?”

“What?” The old peón was incredulous. “You do not know? But that is she, señor! The Señorita Marguerita Ibanez.” With that the old peón drifted off into the street and the Kid turned and walked back to the inn and climbed to his room. He opened the door and stepped inside, closing it carefully after him.

Then he struck a match and lighted the candle. “Señor?” It was a feminine voice, but he turned sharply around, cursing himself mentally for being so careless. He was wearing but one gun, in position for a right-hand draw, and the candle was in that hand.

Then he stared. Before him, a vision of loveliness, was the señorita from the dining room.

“I have come to tell you,” she said hastily, “that you must not do this thing. You must go, go at once! Get your horse, slip out of the compound tonight, and ride! Ride like the wind for the border, for you will not be safe until you cross it.”





THE CACTUS KID chuckled suddenly. Puzzled as he was, he found himself enjoying it. And the girl was so beautiful. He put the candle down and motioned for her to be seated. “We’ve some talking to do,” he said. “Some explanations are in order.”

“Explanations?” She was plainly puzzled at the word. “I know of nothing to explain. I cannot stay, already my uncle will have missed me. But I had to warn you. I had not expected anyone so—so young! An older man—no, it cannot be. You must go! I will not have you killed because of me.”

“Look, ma’am,” he said politely, “there’s something about this I don’t understand. I think you’ve got the wrong man. You seem to believe I am somebody I am not.”

“Oh!” She was impatient. “Do not be a fool, señor! It is all very well to conceal yourself, but you have no concealment. Everyone knows who you are.”

He chuckled again and sat down on the bed. “Everyone but me,” he said, “but whatever it is, it does not matter. No matter what happens I shall always be able to remember that I was visited once by the most beautiful girl in Mexico!”

“It is not time for gallantry,” she protested. “You must go. You will be killed. Even now it may be too late!”

“What’s this all about?” he protested. “Tell me!”

“Oh, don’t be a fool!” She was at the door now and there was no mistaking her sincerity. Her face was unusually pale, her eyes enormous in the dim light from the candle. “If you kill him, they will kill you. If you do not kill him—then he will kill you.” Turning quickly, she was gone.

“Well of all the fool…” He stopped speaking. What was happening, he could not guess, but somehow he was right in the middle of a lot of trouble, and trouble of which he knew nothing. Now the Cactus Kid was no stranger to trouble, nor to gunplay, but to go it blind and in somebody else’s country, that was a fool’s play. The girl was right. The only way was to get out. If he stayed he was trapped; to kill or be killed in a fight of which he understood nothing.

He hesitated, and then he looked suddenly toward his saddlebags and rifle. There was a back stairs—it would be simple to get to the stable…and he could be off and away. It wasn’t as if he was running. It simply wasn’t his fight. He had stumbled on a lot of trouble, and…





THERE WAS NO moon and the trail was only a thin white streak. He walked his horse until he was a mile away from the town, and then he lifted into a canter. He glanced back just once. The señorita had been very lovely, and very frightened.

He frowned, remembering the man in the shadows. For he had not escaped without being seen. There had been a man standing near the wall, but who he had been, the Kid had no idea. There had been no challenge, and the Cactus Kid had ridden away without trouble.





STEADILY HE RODE north, slowing at times to walk. Remembering the trail on the way down, he recalled a village not far ahead, and he was preparing to run out and skirt around it when he heard a rider coming. He slowed and started to swing his horse, then the other horse whinnied.

The Cactus Kid shucked his six-gun. “Who is it?” he asked in Spanish.

“I ride to the inn with a message for Señorita Ibanez, have you been there?”

“You will find her,” the Kid paused for a second, “but be careful, there is trouble.”

The man sat on his horse, a dark shape against the stars. “Much trouble, yes? You speak like an American, I think.”

“Yes, I am. Why?”

“At my house there is a wounded man, an American. He tries to tell me things I do not understand.” He rode closer and peered at the Kid from under a wide sombrero. “He is dying. It is better, perhaps, that you talk to him, rather than a gentle lady.”

They rode swiftly, but the distance was short. It was an isolated cabin of adobe off the main trail and among some huge boulders. Swinging down from their horses, the Mexican led the way into the house.

The man on the pallet was finished, anyone could see that. He was a big man, and his hard-drawn face was pale under what had been the deep brown of his skin. Nearby on a chair was a pair of matching Colts and the man’s bloody clothing. Yet he was conscious and he turned his head when the Kid came in.

“I’m…I’m a lousy coyote if it ain’t…ain’t a Yank,” he said hoarsely.

The Kid, with the usual rough frontier knowledge of treating wounds, bent over him. It required no expert skill to see these simple Mexican folk had done all that could be done. The amazing thing was that the man was alive at all. He had been shot at least six times.

“I’m Jim Chafee,” he whispered. “I guess they got me this time.”

The Cactus Kid stared at the dying man. Chafee! General in at least two Mexican revolts, almost dictator in one Central American country, and a veteran soldier of fortune. Even in his dying hours, the man looked ten years younger than he must have been.

“Hey!” Realization broke over the Kid. “I’ll bet you’re the guy they thought I was.” Bending over the wounded man he talked swiftly, and Chafee nodded, amused despite his condition.

“He’s bad,” Chafee whispered. “I was dry-gulched…by her uncle and six gunmen.”

“Her uncle?” The Kid was startled. “You mean…what do you mean?”

The Mexican interposed. “Bad for him to talk,” he objected.

Chafee waved the man aside. “I’m through,” he said. “I only wish I could get even with those devils and get that girl out of there!” He looked at the Kid. “Who’re you?”

“They call me the Cactus Kid,” he replied.

Chafee’s eyes gleamed. “I’ve heard of you! You’re that hell-on-wheels gunfighter from up Nevada way.” He sagged back on the pallet. “Kid,” he whispered, “go back there an’ help that girl. But don’t trust nobody.”

The Cactus Kid stared down at the wounded man. His face was relaxing slowly, yet his eyes were still bright.…“Knew her father,” he whispered, “good man. That old devil…the uncle, he killed him…she don’t know that.”

While the Kid sat beside him, the dying man fumbled out the words of the story, but only a part of it, for he soon stopped talking and just lay there, breathing heavily.

Slowly, the Kid got to his feet. He had gone to his room at about nine o’clock. He had been riding north for almost three hours…if he started now and rode fast, he could be back in half that time. From his pocket he took a handful of silver pesos, more money than this peón would see in three months. “Take care of him,” he told him, “keep him alive if you can, if not, see there is a priest. I will come by again, in a few weeks.”

“He shall be my brother, señor,” the Mexican said, “but take your money. No money is needed to buy care in the house of Juan Morales.”

“Keep it,” the Kid insisted. “It is my wish. Care for him. I’ll be back.”

With a leap he was in the saddle, and the horse was legging it south toward the town. As he rode, the Kid was suddenly happy again. “I never rode away from a fight before—nor a girl that pretty!” he added.





IT SEEMED HE had been in bed no more than a few minutes when he was called. Yet actually he had crawled into bed at two o’clock and had all of four hours’ sleep behind him. He dressed swiftly and went down the stairs. The Mexicans in the kitchen looked at him wide-eyed, and one huge woman poured him a brimming bowl of coffee, which he drank while eating a tortilla and beans. He was saddling up when the two men from the dinner table appeared.

“Ah, you are still here,” one said. “Did you sleep well?”

“Oh, very well!” the Kid replied glibly. He turned to them grinning. “Now just who are you?”

“I am Pedro Sandoval! This man is Enrique Fernandez. We rode with the old general, and you must have heard of us. Surely, Señor Chafee—!”

They mounted up and rode around the inn and started out the road. Nothing was said for almost a mile, and he was puzzled. Both Sandoval and Fernandez seemed unusually quiet, yet he did not dare ask any questions.

Without warning the two men beside him swung their horses into the woods and he turned with them. On the edge of a clearing, they swung down. On the far side were several men, and now one of them came hurrying toward them.

“You are late!” he said impatiently. “We have been waiting. Señor DeCarte is most angry.”

“It was unavoidable,” Fernandez replied shortly. “Señor Chafee slept late.”

“Slept?” The man stared at the Kid in astonishment. “That soundly?”

“Why not?” The Kid shrugged, and then glanced across the clearing. A big man on the far side had taken off his coat and was now selecting a pistol from a box.

The Cactus Kid stopped in his tracks…it was ridiculous…it couldn’t be!

But it was. Fernandez was beside him. “Your jacket, señor?” he said. “You will remove it?”

The Kid slipped out of the jacket, then asked, “By the way, you know in the States we don’t do this quite the same way. Would you mind telling me the rules?”

Fernandez bowed. “I am sorry. I thought this had been done. You will face each other at a distance of twenty paces. At the word, you will lift your pistols and fire. If neither scores a hit, you will advance one step closer and fire a second time.”

Fernandez’s eyes searched the Kid’s anxiously. “I…hope you will win, señor. This is all very strange. Somehow you do not seem…if I did not know I would think…you will pardon me, of course, but…”

“You don’t think I’m Jim Chafee?” The Kid chuckled. “You’re right, amigo, I’m not.” Before the startled man’s words could come, the Kid said quickly, “Chafee was ambushed. He is either dead by now, or dying. I am taking his place, and you may be sure I’ll shoot as straight.

“Now tell me: Who am I shooting, and what for?”

Fernandez stared. He gulped, and then suddenly, he laughed. “This is most unbelievable! Preposterous! And yet…amusing.

“This man is Colonel Arnold DeCarte. He is one of certain deadly enemies of General Francisco Ibanez, the father of Marguerita. In fact, he is believed to be their leader and one of those in a plot to dispossess the señorita of her estates.

“He challenged Ibanez and was to have fought him today but Ibanez was slain by assassins. Now you tell me that Jim Chafee, who took up the fight, has also been slain, or badly wounded, at least.”

The Cactus Kid looked at the pistol in his hand. It would have to serve, but he would have preferred his own Smith & Wesson .44. DeCarte was advancing to position, but now he stopped, staring at the Cactus Kid.

The Frenchman turned abruptly. “What farce is this? This is not Señor Chafee…it is a child!”

As the others turned, the Kid stepped forward, interrupting the excited babble of their voices. “What’s the matter, DeCarte? Afraid? Or do you prefer to shoot your men down from ambush, as General Ibanez and Chafee have been shot?”

DeCarte’s face turned dark with angry blood. “You accuse me of that?” he roared. “By the—!”

“Control yourself, señor!” Fernandez said sternly. “The duel is arranged. If you wish to retire from the field, say so. This gentleman is taking the place of Señor Chafee.”

DeCarte stared at the Kid angrily, yet as he looked, his expression changed. The Cactus Kid stood five feet eight in his socks, and weighed one hundred and fifty pounds. His hair waved back from his brow and his face looked soft. He was deceptively boyish looking, a fact that had cost more than one man dearly. The Kid could almost see the thought in DeCarte’s mind. This boy…I will shoot him down.…

“Take your place!” DeCarte snapped. “Let the duel commence!”

Coolly, the Cactus Kid walked to his place. This was different from the gun duels he was accustomed to where men met in the street or elsewhere and moved and shot as they wished. For this sort of thing there was a ritual, a ceremony, and he wished to conform. He glanced down at the heavy pistol. It was a good pistol, at that. It was a single-shot gun, and a second was thrust into his belt.

The third man stepped to his position. “One!” he barked.

The Cactus Kid stiffened and stood, his right side turned toward DeCarte. The man seemed very near.

“Two!”

They lifted their pistols. The guns were heavy, but the Kid’s wrists were strong from the endless hours of roping, riding, and range work. He held it steady and looked along the barrel at DeCarte.

“Three!”

Flame stabbed at him and something brushed at his face. DeCarte stood very still, then turned slowly toward the Kid and fell flat on his face. He had been shot through the right eye.

The Kid put his hand to his cheek and brought it away bloody. He touched his cheek again. The bullet had burned him, so near he had been to death. Excited men gathered about DeCarte, and the Kid picked up his jacket and slipped into it. His own .44 was still behind the sash where he had carried it since his arrival in Mexico.

Fernandez came to him. “A splendid shot!” he said. “A remarkable shot! But we must go, at once! He has many friends. You must leave Mexico.”

“Leave?” The Cactus Kid shook his head. “I can’t do that,” he said quietly. “I must stay. And I want to see the señorita.”

“That is impossible.” Sandoval had come up to them. “It is not to be considered. If you are not out of Mexico in a matter of hours, his friends will have you arrested.”

“That I’ll gamble on,” the Kid said shortly. “I’m staying.”

Sandoval’s face stiffened slightly. “As you wish,” he said, and turned abruptly.

As they swung into their saddles, Fernandez leaned closer to the Kid. “I will take you to her. We ride now to the hotel. Go at once to your room!”

They rode swiftly over the road back to town and then to the inn. The Kid stabled his horse and then checked his gun. Swiftly, he mounted the stairway. In his room he changed at once into range clothes and belted on both his guns. That there would be further trouble, he did not doubt. What lay behind all this he did not know, nor exactly who his enemies were. Chafee had warned him to trust no one, and had said that Marguerita’s uncle was one of those trying to grab the vast estate of which he had heard only hints.

Waiting irritated him. He packed his few things into his saddlebags and the small carpetbag in which he carried his gray suit. From the window he looked down into the patio. There was nobody in sight, although it was well along toward midday. Nor was there any sound of anyone approaching his room.

Suddenly, through the gate came a half dozen mounted soldiers and an officer. Four of the soldiers swung down and started for the entrance. The Kid wheeled to rush to the door, then heard a faint sound from without—the merest scrape of a foot!

He hesitated, picked up a chair in one hand, and laid the other on the doorknob, stepping back as far as he could while still retaining his grip. Then he swung the door wide and hurled a chair into the hall!

Yet as he jerked wide the door and swung the chair, a shotgun blasted and the heavy charge smashed into the chair bottom, some of the shot ricocheting from the doorjamb. Leaping out, gun in hand, he was just in time to see a man rushing down the hall. The Kid stepped out of the door and shot from the hip.

The running man seemed to stumble and then he sprawled headlong to the floor. From below there was a shout, and he heard the soldiers rushing toward the stair. Grabbing his saddlebags and carpetbag, he darted out of the door, slamming it after him, and turning down the hall, ran past the fallen man and through a door that waited beyond. It led down a narrow stair to the ground outside the inn.

He hit the bottom running and charged into the open, seeing a horse standing there. Instantly, he sprang into the saddle, swung the horse wide, and spurred it into the brush. In two jumps it was running all out. Behind him there were yells and running feet, but he was already out of sight.

Instantly, he drew up. No need to let them hear the running horse to know his direction. Turning at right angles to his original course, he swung around the town and headed into the chaparral. It was rough going and there was no trail, but he worked his way back through the brush, heading toward the mountains. It was scarcely noon now, and he had many daylight hours ahead of him. He paused a moment to fasten down his saddlebags. He patted the horse’s flank.

What had become of Fernandez? And of Marguerita?





THE CACTUS KID saved his horse but worked, on a zigzag trail, back into the roughest kind of country, yet avoiding the canyons that led into the Sierra Madre. It would be his luck to ride into a box canyon and be trapped.

Several times he studied his back trail from the summits of ridges he crossed, taking precautions so as not to be seen. He saw no dust or evidence of pursuit.

Finding a faint cattle trail, he followed it, winding along the slope of the hills. The trail suddenly divided, and one path led higher up into the rugged mountains. He chose this way and dismounted to save his horse. It was not his own, but it would do, and was a powerful gray gelding with the deep chest and the fine legs of a runner and stayer.

At the crest of the range, with several miles of terrain exposed below him, he turned into the trees and stopped, slipping the bit from the gelding’s mouth so it could feed properly. Then he picketed the horse and sat down on the slope.

Almost an hour had passed before he saw any sign of life, and then it was only a peón driving a goat. The man was coming up the trail and making a hard time of it. When almost to the Kid, the goat suddenly stopped and shied away. The peón straightened and looked at the trees. “It is all right, old one,” the Kid said softly, “I am a friend.”

He saw then that the man’s face was bleeding from a cut across the cheek. The peón did not come toward him but stood there, holding his hand against his face. “If you are he they seek,” he said, “may you go with God. Those others—they are devils!”

“They struck you?”

“With a whip.” The peón turned his head now and stared at the Kid, who was visible to him but out of sight of anyone below. “They asked me if I had seen a gringo. I told them no and they swore I lied. I had not seen you, señor. Then they struck me.”

“Where are they now?”

“In the canyon below. They search for tracks.”

The Kid nodded. They would find them, of course. Then they would be on his trail. He gathered up his picket rope and put the bit back in the gelding’s mouth.

“Old one,” he said, “do you know the hacienda of Ibanez? Is it near?”

“It is north,” the old man said, “you are pointing for it now. It is thirty miles from east to west, and fifty miles from north to south. If you ride straight on, you can reach there for dinner. But they are there also, the devils.”

“Ibanez was killed.”

“Si, we know this, but those who come in his place, ah!”

The Cactus Kid mounted. “They won’t have it so good, old-timer,” he said grimly. “I’m looking for some of them now.”





THE WORST OF it was, he reflected as he rode on, that he did not know whom he was looking for. What he intended to do was to find Marguerita and talk to her. She would put him straight, and he grinned at the thought; talking with her would cause him no pain. If one had to be trapped into defending or aiding a girl, it was pure luck that she turned out to be so beautiful.

The Ibanez hacienda was something to look at, and the Kid studied the place thoughtfully. The house was surrounded by a wall on three sides, the back of the house making up most of the fourth side. There were orchards and meadows, irrigation ditches and row crops. The fields were not small, but stretched on for acres and acres. On a far hill he could see cattle grazing; white-face cattle such as they were now bringing into Texas.

Keeping to back trails, he rode for the house itself and finally stopped under some eucalyptus trees a hundred yards off. No pursuit was in sight, and he doubted if they would find him soon, for they would still be hunting him in the mountains. He was about to mount up when he saw a peón standing under the trees, watching him.

He was gambling on the dislike the peóns seemed to have for his own enemies, and he said, “I am a friend to the Señorita Marguerita. I have just killed in a duel an enemy of the old general. I need a fresh horse and to see the señorita. She is here?”

The man had a thin face and large, hot eyes. He came forward quickly, showing beautiful teeth in a quick smile. “She is here, señor. She has come within the hour. And already the story is told that you…you must be the one…who killed DeCarte. We are happy, amigo!”

The Mexican came forward and took the horse. “I will prepare for you a fine horse, señor, who runs like the wind and never stops! And I will warn you if they come. Go down to the house…but be careful.”

Taking nothing with him but what he wore, the Cactus Kid turned and walked swiftly toward the gate. Now he would find out what this was all about and there need be no more going it blind. That he was far from out of the woods, he knew. Whoever these enemies of the old general were, they seemed to have influence enough to employ the army, and they would certainly want him dead. Yet the Kid knew that he was relatively unimportant and what they feared was that he might try to aid the señorita.

He walked through the gate and across to the door of the house. When he stepped through he became immediately conscious of his dusty, disheveled appearance. His boots sounded loud on the worn stone floor and he walked on into the large room with dark panels on the walls.

The whisper of a footstep startled him and he turned. It was Marguerita, her magnificent eyes wide and frightened. “Señor! You must leave at once! They are searching for you everywhere. Here they will look, and we, my uncle and I, we are suspect.”

“Your uncle?” His eyes searched her face. “He is here?”

“Yes, of course. He was so pleased when he heard of your victory. It was magnificent, señor. But,” she hurried on, “you must not stay. DeCarte had powerful friends and they are searching for you. My uncle says you must not come here.”

“He didn’t see me come now?” the Kid asked hastily. “If he didn’t, don’t tell him.”

“And why not?” The voice was cool. “You think me ungrateful, my young friend?”

The Cactus Kid half turned to face the tall, aristocratic man with the white goatee and mustache. Certainly, he had never seen a finer appearing man, and yet as the uncle drew nearer, the Kid could see the hard lines around his mouth, half concealed by the mustache, and the coldness in the man’s eyes.

“I am Don Estaban,” he said, “the master here. We are at your service.”

“You own the ranch?” The Cactus Kid looked surprised. “It was my impression that it belonged to the señorita.”

Don Estaban’s lips tightened and his eyes flashed hard and cold. This man, the Kid reflected, had a mean temper. “So it does,” Don Estaban said quietly. “I am but the manager, the master in function, if you will.”

The Kid turned to Marguerita. “May I talk with you? There is much to say.”

Before she could reply, Don Estaban interrupted. “It is not the custom in Mexico,” he said, “for young ladies to talk to gentlemen unchaperoned. I cannot permit it.”

“Perhaps he would like to bathe and prepare for dinner, Uncle Estaban,” Marguerita said quickly. “If you would show him to a room. Or I can call Juana.”

Turning, she called out and a slender girl came quickly into the room, and the Kid followed her away. Behind him he heard low conversation.

Once in the room, he glanced suspiciously about. It was spacious, with a huge four-poster bed. Throwing his hat on a hook, he poured water into a basin and unfastened his neckerchief and started unbuttoning his shirt. Then the door opened quickly and the señorita stepped into the room. “Always I come to your room!” she whispered. “It is most improper!”

“I like it.” The Kid looked at her appreciatively. “I like it very much. I wish you’d make a habit of it. Now tell me what this is all about, and quickly.”

The story was simple enough, and she told it rapidly with no time wasted on details. The ranch was part of a grant that had been in the hands of her family since the Conquest, but of late it had become more and more valuable. During the reign of Maximilian—who had been shot only a short time before—it had been taken from their family and given to the DeCartes, who were adventurous followers of the French king.

When he was thrown out, the estate had been returned to its original owners, but by that time DeCarte had married into an influential Mexican family and he had continued to claim the estate. There had been some furious words between the old general and DeCarte, and the resulting challenge. The fact that the general had been a renowned pistol shot might have had something to do with his assassination. Jim Chafee had been planning to take up the challenge when he himself had been shot, and the arrival of the Cactus Kid at the time Chafee was expected had led Fernandez and Sandoval to believe he was their man.

DeCarte was dead…the bullet had killed him instantly, but the trouble was only just begun.

“You must not stay here,” Marguerita told him quickly. “It is not safe. You must return to your own country.”

“What about you?” he asked. “How will you deal with your uncle?”

“My uncle?” She turned on him quickly. “What do you mean?”

“Your uncle is one of them, Marguerita. He is trying to get your estate for himself, to divide it with DeCarte and someone else.”

Her face paled. “Oh, no! You don’t mean that! You can’t!”

Yet even as she spoke he could see the dawning of belief in her eyes. She turned on him. “Where did you get that idea? Who would suggest it?”

“Chafee told me it was he who killed your father. He said it was your uncle who had him ambushed.”

She stood very still, and then suddenly she sat down on the chair near the table. “What am I to do? He was the only one…there is no one, nobody to help me.”

“Why not me?” The Cactus Kid sat down on the bed and began to build a cigarette. “Marguerita,” he said quietly, “I’m in this up to my ears. Even for my own safety, I would be better off staying here and licking it than trying to beat them to the border. Go on, we don’t want you to get caught here…I’ll see you at dinner.”





IT WAS A long tall room but there were only three places set at the big table. As the Cactus Kid ate and talked, he also listened, his ears attuned to the slightest sound from without. Yet Don Estaban seemed not to be expecting anything. Later, as Marguerita played the piano, the Kid stood nearby, watching her.

How lovely she was! How fine was this life! How simple and easy! Good food, good wine, quiet hours in this wonderful old Spanish home, the stillness and coolness inside the house that seemed so far from the fevered air outside, or the work and struggle of the cattle trails to which he had been born. Yet beneath it all, there were the stirrings of evil, plotting men who wished to take all this from a slender, lovely girl, robbed of her father by the man who now sat in that high-backed chair, so certain everything would soon be his.

Don Estaban spoke suddenly. “You are an excellent shot, señor. It was most unexpected, your victory.”

“I think it surprised a lot of people.”

“Do you always wear two guns?” queried his host.

“When I am expecting trouble.”

“You expect trouble here? Now?” Don Estaban permitted his voice to carry a note of surprise. “In this house?”

The Cactus Kid turned his head slowly and looked to the older man. “I sure do,” he said quietly. “I expect it everywhere. The hombres who killed the general, who shot down Chafee, they expected me to be killed by DeCarte. Now that I’m here they’ll try to kill me.”





THE CACTUS KID opened his eyes and sat bolt upright in bed. It was dark and still. But outside in the hall, there was a faint footfall. Like a cat he eased into his trousers without a whisper of sound…he got his guns belted around him…reached for his boots…and then the door opened!

In the doorway stood Sandoval, and in his hands was a shotgun, half lifted to point toward the empty bed. Sandoval spoke softly, “Señor?”

“Hand that gun to me,” the Kid said softly, “butt first.”

Sandoval hesitated, then took a gamble. Springing back through the door, he swung the shotgun into position and the Kid fired. It was a wild gamble, for Sandoval’s leap had carried him back out of range, but the Kid fired his shot through the wall.

Sandoval cried out and the shotgun fell with a clatter to the floor. Instantly, the Kid swung around into the doorway. Sandoval had backed up against the wall and was clutching his stomach with both hands.

Along the balcony on the other side of the great hall, there was a scuffle of sound and the Kid ran in his stocking feet toward it. He reached the turn that led to Marguerita’s quarters and skidded to a halt. Two men stood at the door of the girl’s room, rattling the latch. Beyond them was Don Estaban.

“Open up,” Estaban called. “Open up, or we’ll break the door!”

The Cactus Kid swung around the corner and instantly, the two men whirled and lifted their rifles to fire. They were slow…much too slow!

The Kid dropped to a half crouch and fired three rapping, thundering shots. The nearest man cried out and fell against the shoulder of Don Estaban, disturbing his aim. The Kid’s second shot smashed the second rifleman, and his third was a clear miss. Don Estaban leaped forward and swung up his gun. In the close confines of the hall the Kid swung the barrel of his pistol. It thudded against the don’s skull, and he wilted to the floor.

“Marguerita?” He stepped quickly to the door. “It’s the Kid. Better come out.”

She came quickly, her eyes wide at the carnage. Swiftly they ran down the hall to the Kid’s room, where he got into his boots. He said, “Do the peóns like you?”

She nodded.

“Take me to the best one,” he said. “We’ll arm them and be ready for trouble. If somebody wants a fight, we’ll give them one!”





HE WAS THE same young Mexican whom the Kid had seen on his arrival, the one who had promised him the horse that so far had not been needed. Briefly, Marguerita explained and he listened attentively. “I will have twenty men within the hour,” he said then, “men who will die for the daughter of Ibanez!”

Swiftly they walked back through the trees, then stopped. A half dozen riders were around the main gate, and there were as many empty saddles. More men had arrived. Suddenly a tall, slightly stooped man came through the gate and threw a cigarette into the dirt. He wore leather trousers, tight fitting and flaring at the bottoms, and he wore two guns, tied down. His jacket was velvet and embroidered in red and gold, his sombrero was weighted with silver.

Only his chin was visible, a sharp-boned chin with a drooping mustache. Marguerita caught his arm. “It is Bisco!”

The Kid looked again, his skin tightening over his stomach, his scalp crawling. So…now it was Bisco!

Three times the man had been across the border to raid and kill; he was the most feared gunman in Mexico. Half Yaqui, he was utterly poisonous. “They’ve brought him here for me,” he said quietly. “They know who I am.”

“Who are you?” Marguerita turned toward him, her eyes wide.

“My right name is Clay. I’m nobody, Marguerita, but he’s a man who is brought in to take care of trouble.”

“You are modest, I think. Yes, you are too modest. I heard you sold cattle here for your employer. That he trusts you to do this. I think you are brave, good, and I think you are most handsome!”

He chuckled. “Well, now. After that I should be up to almost anything. Right now I’ve got an urge to go out there and brace that Bisco.”

“No”—her face was white—“you must not! You must not be killed by him. Or by anybody.”

He looked down into her wide eyes and something seemed to take away his voice, so he stood there, with the cool wind on his face, and then almost without their own volition, they were in each other’s arms.

Then he stepped away, shaking his head. “You take a man’s mind off his business,” he said softly, “and if we expect to get out of this alive, we can’t have that happening.”

Behind them there was a light footfall. “No,” said a voice, “we cannot!”

The Cactus Kid froze where he stood. The voice was that of Don Estaban.

The Kid felt his guns lifted from their holsters, and then Don Estaban said quietly, “Now walk straight ahead…to the gate.”

Anger choked the Kid as they started forward, the girl beside him. The Kid saw Bisco turn and stare toward them, then come forward with long strides, grinning widely. “So! It is the Cactus Kid! I have long hoped we will one day meet, but—what is this? Perhaps I am not necessary.”

“If I had a gun,” the Kid replied, speaking Spanish, “you’d be necessary, all right! I’d take you right now!”

Bisco laughed.

The Kid looked past him and saw Fernandez standing in the gateway, his face puzzled. The young Mexican came forward swiftly. “Don Estaban! What does this mean? This man is our friend!”

The older man shook his head. “No, Enrique, he is not.”

Enrique’s face was stiff. Then he shrugged. “Par-doneme,” he said, “you know best.” He turned and strolled indifferently away.

The Kid stared after him, his eyes blazing. Watch yourself and trust nobody! That was what Chafee advised, and he had certainly been right!

“We’ll get this over at once!” Don Estaban turned to a man that stood near him. “Pedro, I want a firing squad of four vaqueros. We are going to execute this man—and then”—he smiled—“we will say he was plotting against the government, that he was executed formally.”

“You’re a white-livered thief.” The Cactus Kid spoke without violence. “With the heart of a snake and the courage of a coyote.”

Don Estaban’s face whitened and his eyes glittered. “Speak what you will,” he said contemptuously. “Soon you will be dead.”

Four men came into the yard with rifles, and the Cactus Kid was immediately led to the wall. Unbelievingly, Marguerita stared, and then she whirled to her uncle. “You cannot do this thing!” she cried out. “It is murder!”

Don Estaban smiled. “Of course. And unless you obey me you shall join him. What do you think?” He turned on her suddenly. “Am I to turn all this over to you? A foolish girl? Why do you suppose your father died? What do you think that—?” He went on, his tirade growing louder. He was speaking in English, which only Bisco and the Kid could understand.

Suddenly, from behind the wall where he stood, the Kid heard a whisper:

“Amigo, if I make trouble, can you get over the wall?” It was Enrique Fernandez!

“Yes!”

“Your guns are here. Below the wall.”

Don Estaban turned away from the girl. “Enough!” he said. “Bisco, hold her. Now”—he turned to the man who had brought the riflemen—“tie his hands and shoot him.”

“Wait!” All eyes swung toward the gate. It was Fernandez. “You must not do this thing!”

At the word “wait,” the Kid spun on his heels and leaped at the wall. He had gauged it correctly and he caught both hands on the top. With a powerful jerk upward, he pushed himself belt high to the top of the wall, and then swung his feet over.

Fernandez had succeeded even better than he expected, for the Kid was swinging over the wall before he was seen. A snap shot missed, and as he hit ground the Kid went to all fours. The guns were not three feet away, and he caught up the belt and swung it about him, buckling it hastily.

Inside there was a chorus of yells and a shot. The Kid raced around the corner of the wall to see Fernandez staggering back against the wall with a bullet through his shoulder, and then the riflemen poured from the gate.

They expected to find an unarmed man—instead they found a deadly gunfighter, and the range was less than twenty feet.

Four men came through the gate, and in the first burst of firing, three spilled over the ground. The last sprang back, and the Kid, turning abruptly, raced back the way he had come. There was a small wooden door in the far corner of the wall. He had noticed it earlier, and now he raced to it and jerked it open. Inside, a heavily constructed two-wheeled cart stood between him and the confusion in the courtyard. Bisco had let go of the girl who was standing near the door to the house. Don Estaban, gun in hand, was shouting orders to Sandoval, Bisco and the remaining guard, and the leader of the firing squad.

Suddenly, from outside there was a clatter of hoofs and wild shouts, “Viva Ibanez! Viva Ibanez!”

Don Estaban turned and started for the door, then stopped. “Bisco!” he said hoarsely.

The gunman turned at the word, then froze, his hands lifted and poised.

The Cactus Kid stood beside the wooden cart, facing them. His guns were in his holsters. “You can all give up,” he said quietly, his eyes on Bisco, “if you want to. Those are Ibanez men out there.”

“I never give up!” Bisco’s eyes held eagerness and challenge. His hands dropped and grasped his gun butts, the guns lifted and the black muzzles opened their eyes at the Kid, and suddenly the Cactus Kid’s guns bucked in his hands, and Bisco crumpled to the dust.





MUSIC SOUNDED SOFTLY from the patio, and Marguerita stood close beside him. “You are going then?” she asked him.

“I’ve got to,” he said. “I’ve got to go back north to deliver that money. I wouldn’t fit in here. This life is pleasant, but it’s not for me.”

“You won’t miss me?”

Sure I will, he thought, but sometimes ropin’ a girl was like ropin’ a grizzly. There might be great sport in the catching but it was hard to figure out what to do with one once caught. Later, as he turned his horse into the road that led to the border he laughed. Once you’d had your fun puttin’ a loop on a bear, the best thing to do was to shake loose and run.


MAKING IT THE HARD WAY



UNDER THE WHITE glare of the lights, the two fighters circled each other warily. Finn Downey’s eyes were savagely intent as he stalked his prey. Twice Gammy Delgardo’s stabbing left struck Downey’s head, but Finn continued to move, his fists cocked.

As the lancelike left started once more, Downey ducked suddenly and sprang in, connecting with a looping overhand right. Delgardo’s legs wavered, and he tried to get into a clinch.

Finn was ready for him, and a short left uppercut to the wind was enough to set Delgardo up for a second right. Delgardo hit the canvas on his knees, and Downey wheeled, trotting to his corner.

Gammy took nine and came up. His left landed lightly, three times, as Downey pushed close; then Finn was all over the game Italian, punching with both hands. Gammy staggered, and Finn threw the high right again. He caught Delgardo on the point of the chin, and the Italian hit the canvas, out cold.

Jimmy Mullaney had Finn’s robe ready when he reached the corner.

“That’s another one, kid,” Mullaney said. “Keep this up an’ you’ll go places.”

Downey grinned. He was a solidly built fellow, brown and strong, with dark, curly hair. When the crowd broke into a roar, he straightened to take a bow, then he saw the cheers were not for him. Three men were coming down the aisle, the one in the lead a handsome young fellow in beautifully fitting blue gabardine. His shoulders were broad, and as he waved at the crowd, his teeth flashed in a smile.

“Who’s that?” Finn demanded. “Some movie actor?”

“That?” Mullaney said, startled. “Why, that’s Glen Gurney, the middleweight champion of the world!”

“Him?” Downey’s amazed question was a protest against such a man even being a fighter, let alone the champion of Downey’s own division. “Well, for the love of Mike! And I thought he was tough!”

Gurney looked up at Finn with a quick smile. “How are you?” he said pleasantly. “Nice fight?”

Sudden antagonism surged to the surface in Finn. He stepped down from the ring and stood beside Gurney.

So this was the champ! This perfectly groomed young man with the smooth easy manner. Without a scar on his face! Why, the guy was a dude!

“I stopped him in the third, like I’ll do you!” Downey blurted.

Mullaney grabbed his arm. “Finn, shut up!”

Boiling within Finn Downey was a stifled protest against such poised and sure fellows who got all the cream of the world while kids like himself fought their way up, shining shoes or swamping out trucks.

Gurney’s smile was friendly, but in his eyes was a question.

“Maybe we will fight someday,” he agreed, affably enough, “but you’ll need some work first! If I were you, I’d shorten up that right hand!”

Eyes blazing, Downey thrust himself forward. “You tell me how to fight? I could lick you the best day you ever saw!”

He started for Gurney, but Jimmy grabbed him again. “Cut it out, kid! Let’s get out of here!”

Gurney stood his ground, his hands in his pockets. “Not here, Downey. We fight in the ring. No gentleman ever starts a brawl.”

The word “gentleman” cut Finn like a whip. With everything he had, he swung.

Gurney swayed and the blow curled around his neck as men grabbed the angry Downey and dragged him back. And the champ had not even taken his hands from his pockets!

Mullaney hustled Downey to the dressing room. Inside, Jimmy slammed the door and turned on him.

“What’s got into you, Finn? You off your trolley? Why jump the champ, of all people? He’d tear your head off in a fight, and besides, he’s a good guy to have for a friend!” 

Downey closed his ears to the tirade, all the more irritated because there was justice in it. He showered, then pulled on his old gray trousers and his shirt. Getting his socks on, he worked the tip of the sock down under his toes so that no one could see the hole.

He was angry with himself, yet still resentful. Why did a guy like Gurney have to be champion? Well, anyway…when they fought he would put his heart into it.

The fight game must be going to the dogs, or no snob like Glen Gurney could ever hold a title.

Of course, there were ways of getting there by knocking over a string of handpicked setups. That, however, meant money and the right sort of connections. With money improving the challenger’s odds, no wonder Gurney was champ.

Mullaney pulled out bills and paid him eighty dollars.

“That’s less my cut and the twenty you owe me. Okay?”

“Sure, sure!” Finn stuffed the bills into his pocket.

Jimmy Mullaney hesitated. “Listen, Finn. You’ve got the wrong idea about Gurney. The champ’s a good egg. He never gave anybody a bad break in his life.”

Downey thrust his hands in his pockets.

“He’s got a lot of nerve telling me how to throw a right! Why, that right hand knocked out seven guys in a row!”

Mullaney looked at Downey thoughtfully. “You’ve got a good right, Finn, but he was right. You throw it too far.”

Downey turned and walked out. That was the way it was. When you were on top everybody took your word. His right was okay. Only two punches in three rounds tonight, and both landed.

He fingered the bills. He would have to give some to Mom, and Sis needed a new dress. He would have to skip the outfit he wanted for himself. His thoughts shifted back to the immaculate Glen Gurney and he set his jaw angrily. Just let him get some money! He’d show that dude how to dress!

That wouldn’t be easy, but nothing in his life had been easy. From earliest childhood all he could remember were the dirty streets of a tenement district, fire escapes hung with wet clothing, stifling heat and damp, chilling cold.

Never once could he recall a time when he’d had socks or shoes without holes in them. His father, a bricklayer, had been crippled when Finn was seven, and after that the struggle had been even harder. His older brother now was a clerk for a trucking firm, and the younger worked in the circulation department of a newspaper. One of his sisters worked in a dime store, and the other one, young and lovely as any girl who ever lived, was in high school.

“Hey, Finn!”

Downey glanced up, and his face darkened as he saw a fellow he knew named Stoff. He had never liked the guy, although they had grown up on the same block. These days Stoff was hanging around with Bernie Ledsham, and the gambler was with him now.

“Hi,” he returned, and started to pass on.

“Wait a minute, Finn!” Stoff urged. “You ever meet Bernie? We seen your fight tonight.”

“How’s it?” Finn said to Bernie, a thin-faced man with shrewd black eyes and a flat-lipped mouth. Finn had seen him around, but didn’t like him either.

“How about a beer?” Bernie said.

“Never touch it. Not in my racket.” Downey drew away. “I’ve got to be getting on home.”

“Come on. Why, after winnin’ like you did tonight, you should celebrate. Come with us.”

Reluctantly, Finn followed them into a café. Norm Hunter, a man he also knew, was sitting at a table, and with him was a short, square-built fellow with a dark, impassive face. When Finn Downey looked into the flat black eyes, something like a chill went over him, for he recognized the man as Nick Lessack, who had done two stretches in Sing Sing, and was said to be gunman for “Cat” Spelvin’s mob.

“You sure cooled that guy!” Norman Hunter said admiringly. “You got a punch there!”

Pleased but wary, Finn dropped into a seat across the table from Nick Lessack.

“He wasn’t so tough,” he said, “but he did catch me a couple of times.”

“He got lucky,” Bernie said. “Just lucky.”

Downey knew that was not true. Those had been sharp, accurate punches. The lump over his eye was nothing, for black eyes or cut lips were the usual thing for him, but it bothered him that those punches had hit him. Somehow he must learn to make them miss.

Stoff had disappeared, and Finn was having a cup of coffee with Hunter, Bernie, and Nick Lessack.

“That blasted Gurney!” Bernie sneered. “I wish it had been him you’d clipped tonight! He thinks he’s too good!”

“I’d like to get in there with him!” Finn agreed.

“Why not?” Bernie asked, shrugging. “Cat could fix it. Couldn’t he, Nick?”

Lessack, staring steadily at Downey, spoke without apparently moving his lips. “Sure. Cat can fix anything.”

Finn shrugged, grinning. “Okay! I’d like to get in there with that pantywaist.”

“You got to fight some others first,” Bernie protested. “We could fix it so you could fight Tony Gilman two weeks from tonight. Couldn’t we, Nick? After he stops Gilman, a couple of more scraps, then the champ. Anybody got any paper on you, kid? I mean, like this Mullaney?”

“He just works with me.” Downey felt shame at what that implied, for whatever he knew about fighting, Jimmy had taught him. “I got no contract with him.”

“Good!” Bernie leaned closer. “Listen, come up and have a talk with Cat. Sign up with him, an’ you’ll be in the dough. Tonight you got maybe a hundred fish. Cat can get you three times that much, easy. He can give you the info on bets, too.”

“Sure,” Hunter agreed. “You tie up with us, and you’ll be set.”

“Let’s go,” Nick said suddenly. “We can drop the kid by his home.”

Bernie paid the check and they went outside where there was a big black car, a smooth job. “Get in, kid,” Nick said. “Maybe Cat’ll give you a heap like this. He give this one to me.”





WHEN THEY LEFT Finn Downey on the corner, the street was dank, dark, and still, and he kicked his heel lonesomely against the curb. He was filled with a vague nostalgia for lights, music, comfort, and warmth, all the fine things he had never known.

Spelvin had money. Bernie and Hunter always had it, too. Finn was not an innocent; he had grown up in the streets, and he knew why Bernie and Hunter had always had money. When they were kids, he had watched them steal packages, flashlights, and watches from parked cars or stores. Twice Bernie had been in jail, yet they had more and better clothes than he’d ever had, and they had cars and money.

Finn’s sister, Aline, was waiting up for him.

“Oh, Finn! You were wonderful! The rest of them had to get up early, so they went to bed, but they told me to tell you how good they thought you were!”

“Thanks, honey.” He felt for the thin wad of bills. “Here, kid. Here’s for a new dress.”

“Twenty dollars!” She was ecstatic. “Oh, Finn, thank you!”

“Forget it!” He was pleased, but at the same time he felt sad that it took so little money to make so much difference.

He would give Mom forty for rent and groceries. The other twenty would have to carry him until his next fight. If he fought Gilman, he’d get plenty out of that, and a win would mean a lot.

Yet there was a stirring of doubt. He wasn’t so sure that beating the hard-faced young battler would be easy. Yet if Spelvin was handling him, he would see that Finn won.…





IN THE MORNING, Jimmy Mullaney was waiting for him at the gym. He grinned. “I’m going to get you lined up for another one right away if I can, boy.”

“How about getting me Tony Gilman?”

“Gilman?” Jimmy glanced at him quickly. “Kid, you don’t want to fight him! He’s rugged!”

“Cat Spelvin can get him for me.” Finn squirmed as he saw Jimmy’s face turn hard and strange.

“So?” Jimmy’s voice was like Finn had never heard it before. “He’s a sure-thing man, kid. You tie in with him an’ you’ll never break loose. He’s a racketeer.”

“I ain’t in this game for love!” Downey said recklessly. “I want some money.”

“You throwin’ me over, kid?” Mullaney’s eyes were cold. “You tyin’ in with Spelvin?”

“No.” The voice that broke in was even, but friendly. “Let’s hope he’s not.”

Finn Downey turned and faced Glen Gurney.

“You again?” he growled.

Gurney thrust out a hand and smiled. “Don’t be sore at me. We’re all working at this game, and I came down to the gym today on purpose to see you.”

“Me? What do you want with me?”

“I thought I might work with you a little, help you out. You’ve got a future, and a lot of guys helped me, so I thought I’d pass it on.”

Downey recognized the honesty in the champion’s voice, but flushed at the implied criticism of his fighting ability. “I don’t need any help from you,” he said flatly. “Go roll your hoop.”

“Don’t be that way,” Gurney protested. “Anything I say, it’s coming from respect.”

“He don’t need your help,” drawled another voice behind them.

Gurney and Downey turned swiftly—and saw Cat Spelvin, a short man with a round face and full lips. Beside him were Bernie and the inevitable Nick Lessack.

“We’ll take care of Finn,” Cat said. “You do like he said, champ. Roll your hoop.”

Coolly, Gurney looked Cat over, then glanced at Nick. “They’re cutting the rats in larger sizes these days,” he said quietly.

“That don’t get you no place,” Spelvin said. “Finn’s our boy. We’ll take care of him.”

Finn felt his face flush as he looked at the champion. For the first time he was seeing him without resentment and anger. In Gurney was a touch of something he hadn’t seen in many men. Maybe that was why he was champion.

“Downey,” Gurney said, “you have your own choice to make, of course, but it seems to me Mullaney has done pretty well by you, and I’m ready to help.”

“I promised Spelvin,” Downey said.

Gurney turned abruptly and walked away. Jimmy Mullaney swore softly and followed him.

Spelvin smiled at Downey. “We’ll get along, kid. You made the smart play.…Bernie, is the Gilman fight on?”

“A week from Monday. Finn Downey and Tony Gilman.”

“You’ll get five hundred bucks for your end,” Spelvin said. “You need some dough now?”

“He can use some,” Bernie said. “Finn’s always broke.”

Finn turned resentful eyes on Bernie, but when he walked away there was an advance of a hundred dollars in his pockets.

Then he remembered the expression on Mullaney’s face, and the hundred dollars no longer cheered him. And Glen Gurney…maybe he had been sincere in wanting to help. What kind of a mess was this anyway?





THE ARENA WAS crowded when Finn Downey climbed into the ring to meet Tony Gilman. Glancing down into the ringside seats, he saw Mullaney, and beside him was the champ. Not far away, Aline was sitting with Joe, the oldest of the Downey family.

When the bell sounded, he went out fast. He lashed out with a left, and the blond fighter slammed both hands to the body with short, wicked punches. He clinched, they broke, and Finn moved in, landing a left, then missing a long right.

Gilman walked around him, then moved in fast and low, hitting hard. Downey backed up. His left wasn’t finding Gilman like it should, but give him time. One good punch with his right was all he wanted, just one!

Gilman ripped a right to the ribs, then hooked high and hard with a left. Downey backed away, then cut loose with the right. Gilman stepped inside and sneered:

“Where’d you find that punch, kid? In an alley?”

Finn rushed, swinging wildly. He missed, then clipped Gilman with a short left and the blond fighter slowed. Gilman weaved under another left, smashed a wicked right to the heart, then a left and an overhand right to the chin that staggered Downey.

Finn rushed again, and the crowd cheered as he pushed Gilman into the ropes. Smiling coldly at Finn, Gilman stabbed two fast lefts to his face. Finn tasted blood, and rushed again. Tony gave ground, then boxed away in an incredible display of defense, stopping any further punches.

The bell sounded, and Finn walked to his corner. He was disturbed, for he couldn’t get started against Gilman. There was a feeling of latent power in the fighter that warned him, and a sense of futility in his own fighting, which was ineffective against Gilman.

The second round was a duplicate of the first, both men moving fast, and Tony giving ground before Downey’s rushes, but making Finn miss repeatedly. Three times Finn started the right, but each time it curled helplessly around Gilman’s neck.

“You sap!” Gilman sneered in a clinch. “Who told you you could fight?”

He broke, then stabbed a left to Finn’s mouth and crossed a solid right that stung. Downey tried to slide under Gilman’s left, but it met his face halfway, and he was stopped flat-footed for a right cross that clipped him on the chin.

The third and fourth rounds flitted by, and Downey, tired with continual punching, came up for the fifth despairing. No matter what he tried, Gilman had the answer. Gilman was unmarked, but there was a thin trickle of blood from Finn’s eyes at the end of the round, and his lip was swollen.

In the ringside seats he heard a man say, “Downey’s winning this,” but the words gave him no pleasure, for he knew his punches were not landing solidly and he had taken a wicked pounding.

Gilman moved in fast, and Downey jabbed with a left that landed solidly on Tony’s head, much to Finn’s surprise. Then he rushed Gilman to the ropes. Coming off the ropes, he clipped Tony again, and the blond fighter staggered and appeared hurt. Boring in, Finn swung his right—and it landed!

Gilman rolled with the punch, then fell against Finn, his body limp. As Downey sprang back, Tony fell to the canvas.

The referee stepped in and counted, but there was no movement from Gilman. He had to be carried to his corner. As Finn lowered him to a stool, Tony said hoarsely:

“I could lick you with one hand!”

Flushing, Finn Downey walked slowly back across the ring, and when the cheering crowd gathered around him, there was no elation in his heart. He saw Gurney looking at him, and turned away.

As he followed Bernie and Norm Hunter toward the dressing room, the crowd was still cheering, but inside him something lay dead and cold. Yet he had glimpsed the faces of Joe and Aline; they were flushed and excited, enthusiastic over his victory.

Bernie grinned at him. “See, kid? It’s the smart way that matters. You couldn’t lick one side of Gilman by rights, but after Cat fixes ’em, they stay fixed!”

Anger welled up in Downey, but he turned his back on them, getting on his shoes. When he straightened up, they were walking out, headed for the local bar. He stared after them, and felt disgust for them and for himself.

Outside, Aline and Joe were waiting.

“Oh, Finn!” Aline cried. “It was so wonderful! And everyone was saying you weren’t anywhere good enough for Tony Gilman! That will show them, won’t it?”

“Yeah, yeah!” He took her arm. “Let’s go eat, honey.”

As he turned away with them, he came face-to-face with Glen Gurney and two girls.

Two girls, but Finn Downey could see but one. She was tall, and slender, and beautiful. His eyes held her, clinging.

Gurney hesitated, then said quietly, “Finn, I’d like you to meet my sister, Pamela. And my fiancée, Mary.”

Finn acknowledged the introduction, his eyes barely flitting to Mary. He introduced Joe and Aline to them, then the girl was gone, and Aline was laughing at him.

“Why, Finn! I never saw a girl affect you like that before!”

“Aw, it wasn’t her!” he blustered. “I just don’t like Gurney. He’s too stuck-up!”

“I thought he was nice,” Aline protested, “and he’s certainly handsome. The champion of the world…Do you think you’ll be champ someday, Finn?”

“Sure.” His eyes narrowed. “After I lick him.”

“He’s a good man, Finn,” Joe said quietly. “He’s the hardest man to hit with a right that I ever saw.”

The remark irritated Finn, yet he was honest enough to realize he was bothered because of what Glen Gurney had said about his fighting. Yet he could not think of that for long, for he was remembering that tall, willowy girl with the lovely eyes, Pamela Gurney.

And she had to be the champ’s sister. The man he would have to defeat for the title!

Moreover, he would probably tell her about tonight, for Finn knew his knockout of Tony Gilman would not fool a fighter of Gurney’s skill. The champion would know only too well just what had happened.

Somehow even the money failed to assuage his bitterness and discontent. A small voice within told him Gilman and Bernie were right. He was simply not good enough. If Gilman had not taken a dive, he could never have whipped him, and might have been cut to ribbons.

Then, he remembered that he hadn’t hit Gilman with his right. He had missed, time and again. If he could not hit Gilman, then he could not hit the champ, and the champ was not controlled by Cat Spelvin. Finn had a large picture of himself in the ring with Glen Gurney, and the picture was not flattering.

Spelvin had told him he would be fighting Webb Carter in two weeks, and Webb was a fairly good boy, though not so good as Gilman. The knockout of Gilman had established Finn Downey as a championship possibility. Now a few more knockouts, and Cat could claim a title bout.





AT DAYBREAK THE next morning, Finn Downey was on the road, taking a two-mile jaunt through the park. He knew what he wanted, and suddenly, as he dogtrotted along, he knew how to get it.

He wanted to be champion of the world. That, of course. He wanted the fame and money that went with it, but now he knew he wanted something else even more, and it was something that all of Cat Spelvin’s crookedness could not gain for him—he wanted the respect of the men he fought, and of Jimmy Mullaney, who had been his friend.

He was jogging along, taking it easy, when from up ahead he saw Pamela Gurney. She was riding a tall sorrel horse, and she reined in when she saw him.

“You’re out early, aren’t you?” she asked.

He stopped, panting a little from the run.

“Getting in shape,” he said. “I’ve got another fight comin’ up.”

“You did well against Tony Gilman,” she said, looking at him thoughtfully.

He glanced up quickly, trying to see if there had been sarcasm in her voice, but if she knew that had been a fixed fight, she showed no sign of it.

“My brother says you could be a great fighter,” she added, “if you’d work.”

Finn flushed, then he grinned. “I guess I never knew how much there was to learn.”

“You don’t like Glen, do you?” she asked.

“You don’t understand; I have to fight for what I get. Your brother had it handed to him. How can you know what it’s like for me?”

Her eyes flashed. “What right have you to say that? My brother earned everything he ever had in this world!”

Suddenly, all the unhappiness in him welled to the surface. “Don’t hand me that! Both of you have always had things easy. Nice clothes, cars, money, plenty to eat. Gurney is champ, and how he got it, I don’t know, but I’ve got my own ideas.”

Pamela turned her horse deliberately. “You’re so very sure of yourself, aren’t you?” she said. “So sure you’re right, and that you know it all! Well, Mr. Finn Downey, after your fight with Tony Gilman the other night, you haven’t any room to talk!”

His face went red. “So? He told you, didn’t he? I might have known he would.”

“Told me?” Pamela’s voice rose. “What kind of fool do you think I am? I’ve been watching fights since I was able to walk, and you couldn’t hit Tony Gilman with that roundhouse right of yours if he was tied hand and foot!”

She cantered swiftly away. Suddenly rage shook him. He started away, and abruptly his rage evaporated. Pamela was the girl he wanted, the one girl above all others. Yet what right did she have to talk? Glen Gurney certainly was no angel. But burning within him was a fiery resolution to become so good they could never say again what they were saying now. Pamela, Gilman, Bernie. How cheap they must think him!

He recalled the helplessness he had felt against Gilman, and knew that no matter what Glen Gurney thought of him, once in the ring he would get no mercy from the champ. He had begun to realize how much there was to learn and knew that he would never learn, at least while he was being handled by Spelvin.

What he should do was go to see Jimmy Mullaney. But he hated the thought of admitting he was wrong. Besides, Jimmy might not even talk to him, and there was plenty of reason why he should not. Still, if he could learn a little more by the time he fought Carter, he might make a creditable showing.

He found Mullaney in the cheap hotel where he lived. The little man did not smile—just laid his magazine aside.

“Jimmy,” Finn said, “I’ve made a fool of myself!”

Mullaney reached for a cigarette. He looked past the lighted match and said, “That’s right. You have.” Jimmy took a deep drag. “Well, every man has his own problems to settle, Finn. What’s on your mind now?”

“I want you to teach me all you know.”

Jimmy stared at him. “Kid, when you were my fighter that was one thing. Now you belong to Cat. You know what he’d do to me? He might even have the boys give me a couple of slugs in the back. He’s got money in you now. You think Gilman did that dive for fun? He got paid plenty, son. Because Cat thought it would be worth it to build you up. Not that he won’t see Gilman work you over when the time is ripe. Spelvin wants you for a quick killing in the bets.”

“Jimmy,” Finn said, “suppose you train me on the side? Then suppose I really stop those guys? Then when Spelvin’s ready to have me knocked off, suppose I don’t knock off so easy?”

Mullaney scowled and swore. “It’s risky, kid. He might get wise, then we’d both be in the soup.” He grinned. “I’d like to cross that crook, though.”

“Jimmy—give it to me straight. Do you think I can be good enough to beat Gurney or Gilman?”

Mullaney rubbed out the cigarette in a saucer. “With hard work and training, you could beat Gilman, especially with him so sure now. He’ll never figure you’ll improve, because nobody gets better fighting setups. Gurney is a good kid. He’s plenty good! He’s the slickest boxer the middle-weight division has seen since Kid McCoy.”

Mullaney paced up and down the room, then nodded. “All right, kid. That brother of yours, he’s got a big basement. We’ll work with you there, on the sly.” He flushed. “You’ll have to furnish the dough. I’m broke.”

“Sure.” Finn pulled out the money from the Gilman fight. “Here’s a C. Buy what we’ll need, eat on it. I’ll cut you in on the next fight.”

When he left Mullaney, he felt good. He ran down the steps into the street—and came face-to-face with Bernie Ledsham.

Bernie halted, his eyes narrow with suspicion.

“What you doin’ down here? Ain’t that where Mullaney lives?”

“Sure is.” Finn grinned. “I owed the guy dough. I wanted him paid off. No use lettin’ him crab about it.”

Ledsham shrugged. “If he gives you any trouble, you just tell me or Cat.”

Downey believed Bernie’s suspicions were lulled, but he didn’t trust the sallow-faced man.

“Come on,” he said, “I’ll buy a beer!”

They walked down the street to a bar, and Finn had a Pepsi while Bernie drank two beers and they talked. But there was a sullen air of suspicion about the gangster that Finn Downey didn’t like. When he could, he got away and returned home.…





DOWNEY’S KNOCKOUT OVER Tony Gilman had made him the talk of the town. Yet Finn knew everyone was waiting to see what he would do against Webb Carter.

Carter had fought Gilman twice, losing both times, and he had lost to Gurney. He had been in the game for ten years and was accepting his orders unhappily, but was needing money.





THE BELL RANG in the crowded arena on the night of the fight. Finn went out fast. Coached by Mullaney, he had worked as never before, shortening his right hand, sharpening his punches, developing a left hook. Yet he showed little of it at first.

Carter met him with a fast left that Finn managed to slip, and smashed both hands to the rock-ribbed body of the older fighter. Carter stiffened a left hook to Finn’s face, and Finn threw a wicked left uppercut to the wind. Carter backed away cautiously, studying Finn with new respect, but Downey moved on in, weaving and bobbing to make Carter’s left miss. Then Finn feinted and smashed a right to the ribs. In a clinch, he hammered with that right three times, and broke.

He wasted no time, but walked in close, took a chance, and deliberately missed a couple of punches. Carter was making him miss enough, anyway. More than ever, Downey realized how much he had to learn, yet he felt that even the short period he had trained for this fight had improved him.

Mullaney had warned him that he must be careful with Carter. The fighter could punch, and while it was in the bag for him to dive, Carter might slip over a couple of hard ones. A cut eye now would do Finn no good.

The second and third went by swiftly, with Finn working with care. He missed punches, and seemed clumsy, and at times was clumsy, despite his efforts, yet his hard work had done him more good than he had realized.

In the fourth round he came out fast, and Carter moved around him, then led a left. Downey went under it and smashed that right to the ribs again, then followed it into a clinch behind two triphammer blows to the wind. Carter looked pale, and he glared at Finn.

“What’s the matter, kid? Ain’t it enough to win?”

Downey broke before the referee reached them, jabbed a left that caught Carter high on the head, then stepped in, feinting a right to the body and throwing it high and hard. It caught Webb on the cheekbone, and his face went white and his lips looked numb. He went into a clinch.

“You take it easy, kid,” he growled, “or I’ll lower the boom on you!”

“Anytime you’re ready!” Finn snapped back.

Carter jerked free and smashed a right to Downey’s head that made his knees wobble. Then he plunged in throwing them with both hands. Sensing a rally, the crowd came to its feet, and Finn, instead of yielding before the storm of blows, walked right into it, swinging with both hands.

Webb stabbed a left to Finn’s mouth that made him taste blood, and Finn slid under another left and jammed a right to the heart, then a left to the wind and a right to the ear. He pushed Carter away, took a light punch going in, and smashed both hands to the body, throwing the hooks with his hip behind them.

The fifth round was a slugfest, with the fans on their chairs screaming themselves hoarse. In the sixth, as Carter came out of his corner, Finn moved in, feinted a left, and smashed a high hard right to the head. This was the round for Carter’s dive, but Finn had no intention of letting him take it, and the right made Carter give ground. Finn pressed him back, weaving in under Carter’s punches and winging them into the other fighter’s body with all the power he had.

He broke clean and backed away, looking Carter over. There was amazed respect in Webb Carter’s eyes. Finn circled, then feinted, and Carter threw a right. Downey countered with a lifting right to the solar plexus that stood Carter on his tiptoes, and before Webb realized what had happened, a whistling left hook cracked on his chin and he hit the canvas on his face, out cold!

Finn trotted back to his corner, and Bernie held up his robe, staring at Carter. Finn leaned close.

“Boy!” he whispered. “He made it look good! Better than Gilman! He stuck his chin into that punch and just let go!”

“Yeah,” Bernie agreed dolefully. “Yeah, it almost fooled me!”





IT WAS AFTER the end of the fight that Finn Downey saw Pamela Gurney and her brother. They were only a few seats from his corner. Pamela’s face was cold, but there was a hard, curious light in Glen’s eyes.

Finn didn’t show that he noticed them, but he knew that Gurney wasn’t fooled. The champ knew that knockout was the McCoy. And it would puzzle him.

Well, let it! The only one Finn was worried about was Cat, but when the gambler came into his dressing room he grinned at Downey.

“Nice going, kid! That was good!”

Evidently, Spelvin knew little about fighting. He didn’t know an honest knockout when he saw it.

In the month that followed, Finn spent at least four days a week in the basement gym with Mullaney. They were not training sessions. Finn just listened to Jimmy and practiced punches on the heavy bag. When he went to the regular gym for his workout, he was the same as ever. In ring sessions he worked carefully, never showing too much, but with occasional flashes of form and boxing skill. His right, always a devastating punch, was traveling less distance now, and he was hitting even harder.

In that month he had two fights, and both opponents went into the tank, but not until after a brisk, hard workout. In each fight he knew he could have stopped the man had the fight been on the level.

Now he and Jimmy had a problem, for a return match with Gilman was to be scheduled in a short time.

“They’ll figure to get me this time,” Finn agreed with Mullaney. “I’ve been scoring knockouts right and left, and Gilman has only fought once, and looked bad. The boys are saying he’s through, so the betting should be at least two to one that I repeat my kayo. Cat will figure to clean up.”

The writer of a sports column, a man named Van Bergen, offered the judgment of most of the sports-writers:

Tony Gilman is seeking a return match with young Finn Downey, the hard-socking battler who stopped him two months ago. If Gilman is wise he will hang them up while he has all his buttons. In his last two fights, Tony showed that he was through. Formerly a hard-hitting, tough middleweight, Gilman lacked all of the fire and dash that characterized his earlier fights. He may never be his old self again.

Downey continues to come along. After his surprise knockout over Gilman, he went on to stop tough Webb Carter, and since has followed with knockout wins over Danny Ebro and Joey Collins.

If the match is made, Downey should stop Gilman within six rounds.

Cat Spelvin called Downey in on a Tuesday morning. He was all smiles.

“Well, kid, one more fight, then I think we can get Gurney for you. The fans still like Gilman, so we’ll feed him to you again. From there on, you walk right into the title.”

Finn grinned back at him. “Well, I’ve got you to thank for it, Cat. If you hadn’t helped, I’d probably still be fighting prelims.”

Cat lit a cigar. “Just take it easy, kid. Gilman will be a setup for you!”

Bernie and Nick Lessack walked outside with Downey.

“Let’s go get a beer,” Bernie suggested. “No use killin’ yourself workin’ for fights that are in the bag.”

“Yeah.” Secretly, Finn ground his teeth. They thought he was so stupid they weren’t even going to try to buy him off.





IN HIS GYM workouts, he fooled along. At times, when he worked hard in the ring, he told Bernie or Nick: “I’ve got to look good here! If the sportswriters thought I was stalling, they might smell something!”

This was reported to Cat and he chuckled. “The kid’s right!” he said. “We want him to look good in the gym! The higher the odds, the better!”

In the gym in Joe’s basement, Finn worked harder than ever. Then, three days before the battle, he met Pamela again. She was riding the sorrel and started to ride on by, but when he spoke, she stopped.

“Hello, Pam,” he said softly.

She looked down at him, his face flushed from running, his dark hair rumpled. He looked hard and capable, yet somehow very young.

“I shouldn’t think you’d train so hard,” she said coolly. “Your fights don’t seem to give you much trouble.”

“Maybe they don’t,” he said, “and maybe they give me more than you think.” 

“You know,” she said, “what you said about Glen’s fights was untrue. Everything Glen won, he fought for.”

“I know,” he admitted. “I took too much for granted, I guess.” He hesitated. “Don’t you make the same mistake.”

Their eyes held, and it was suddenly hard for her to believe what her brother had said—that Cat Spelvin was framing Finn Downey’s fights. He looked too honest.

“If I did take a few the easy way,” he said, “you couldn’t blame me. My sis never had clothes like yours in her life, but she’s goin’ to have them, because I’m goin’ to see she does—ahh, you wouldn’t understand how we feel.”

“Wouldn’t I?” She smiled at him suddenly. “Finn, I like you. But don’t start feeling sorry for yourself or making excuses. Glen never did.”

“Glen!” Finn growled. “All I hear is Glen! I’d like to get in there with him sometime! Glen never felt sorry for himself or made excuses! Why should he?”

“Finn Downey,” Pamela said quietly, “I hope you never get in the ring with Glen. If you do, he’ll give you such a beating as you never saw! But before this goes any further, I want to show you something. Will you go for a ride with me this afternoon?”

He stared at her for a moment.

“No, I won’t,” he said. He looked away angrily because he was feeling such a strange emotion that something came into his eyes and into his throat when he looked at her. “I won’t go for a ride with you because I think about you all the time now. I’m just a boxer from the wrong side of town. If I was to be around you too much it would tear my heart out. You’d never take a guy like me seriously, and I can’t see why you should.”

Pamela shook her head. “Finn, my brother is a fighter. I’ve nothing against fighters, it’s just the kind of fighters they are. I like fighters that win their fights in the ring, not in some smoke-filled back room with a lot of fat-faced men talking about it.” Her face grew grave. “You see, something’s going on. I shouldn’t mention it to you, but it’s some sort of an investigation. It started over your fight with Gilman. One of the sportswriters, Pat Skehan, didn’t like it. I don’t know much, but if you should be mixed up in it, it will come out.”

“So you’re warning me. Why?”

“Because I like you. Maybe because I understand how you feel about your sister, about clothes and money and things.”

And then, before he could say another word, she had cantered away.





JIMMY MULLANEY WAS in a ringside seat when Finn Downey crawled through the ropes for his return bout with Tony Gilman. Jimmy was where they had planned for him to be. His eyes were roving over the other ringsiders with a curious glint in them. Jimmy had been around for a long time and he knew pretty much what was happening tonight.

Glen Gurney had come in, and with him were his sister, Pamela, Pat Skehan, the sportswriter, and another man. When Jimmy saw him, he began to whistle softly, for the man was Walt McKeon—and in certain quarters his name meant much.

Cat Spelvin and Nick Lessack were there, too. Every few minutes Norm Hunter would come up to Cat and whisper in his ear. Spelvin would nod thoughtfully, sometimes making a notation on a pad. Jimmy understood that, too.

Two hours before, the odds quoted on the fight had been three to one, with Finn a strong favorite, and thirty minutes before, the odds had fallen, under a series of carefully placed bets, to six to five. Norm Hunter was one of Cat’s legmen, and he had been actively placing bets.

Finn felt good. He was in the best shape of his life, but he also knew he was facing the fight of his life. Regardless of the fact that he had been told Gilman was going to take a dive tonight, that had never been Spelvin’s plan. Tonight he was going to cash in by betting against Finn Downey. Gilman had never liked taking that dive for him, and he was going to get even if he could by giving Finn a thorough beating. Downey understood that clearly enough. He also knew that Tony Gilman was a fighting fool, a much better fighter than any he had ever faced. Even in that previous match when Tony had been under wraps, he had made a monkey out of Finn most of the way.

Bernie Ledsham leaned on the ropes and grinned at Finn, but the grin was malicious.

“You going to take him, kid?”

Downey grinned back at him. “You can bet your last dime I am!”

The bell sounded suddenly, and Finn went out fast. The very look of Tony Gilman told him what he already knew. Gilman was out to win! Tony lanced a left to the head that jarred Finn to his heels, then crossed a whistling right that Finn slipped by a hair. Finn went in with a left and right to the body.

“All right, you pantywaist,” Gilman hissed in his ear. “I’m goin’ to tear you apart!”

Downey chuckled and broke free, clipping Gilman with a quick left as they moved together again. Gilman slammed a right to the body and they circled, trading lefts. Gilman rushed, throwing both hands, and the punches hurt. Finn went back to the ropes, but slid away and put a fast left to Gilman’s face. He circled, watching Tony.

Gilman was anxious to get him; he was a tough scrapper who liked to fight and who was angry. He ripped into Downey with both hands, landing a hard left to the head, then a jolting right that smashed home twice before Finn could get into a clinch. His mouth felt sore and he could taste blood. Tony shook him off, feinted a left, then hooked with it. The fist clipped Finn flush on the chin, and his knees wobbled.

The crowd broke into cheers, expecting an upset but the bell rang.





RETURNING TO HIS corner, Finn Downey saw the fat, satisfied smile on Spelvin’s face. He dropped on the stool. For the first time he was doubtful. He had known Tony was good, but Gilman was driven by anger now and the desire for revenge, and he was even better than Finn had suspected.

The second round was a brannigan from bell to bell. Both men went out for blood and both got it. Finn took a stabbing left that sent his mouthpiece sailing. The next left cut his lips, then he took a solid right to the head that drove him to the ropes.

He came off them with a lunge and drove a smashing right to Gilman’s ribs. Tony wrestled in the clinches and tried to butt, but Finn twisted free, then stepped in with a quick, short hook to the chin that shook Gilman to his heels.

In a clinch in the third round, after a wicked slugfest, Downey whispered to Gilman: “What’s the matter? Can’t you dish it out any better than that?”

Gilman broke away from him. His blue eyes were ugly now, and his face hard. He moved in behind a straight left that Finn couldn’t seem to get away from until he had taken three on his sore mouth. Then he did get inside and drove Gilman back.

He could taste blood and there was the sting of salty sweat in the cuts on his face, and beyond the ropes there was a blur of faces. He ripped into Gilman with a savage two-fisted attack that blasted the older fighter across the ring.

“Thought I was a sap, huh?” he snarled in Gilman’s ear. “You win this one, bud, you fight for it!”

Gilman smashed him with a right cross that knocked him back on his heels. Before he could get set, Tony was on him with two wicked hooks, and the first thing he knew he had hit the canvas flat on his back!

He rolled over and got his knees under him, his head buzzing. Beyond the ropes was a vast roar of sound, but there was a roar within his skull also.

At nine he made it to his feet, but he was shaky, and when he tried to bicycle away, Tony was on him with a stiff left, then another, then a right hook.

The terrific punch lifted him up and smashed him to the floor on his shoulder blades. In his skull the roaring had grown to a vast drumming sound. He shook his head to clear it, but the roaring continued. He crawled to his knees, and when he saw the referee’s lips shaping nine, he came up with a lunge.

Before him he saw the red gloves of Tony Gilman, saw the punch start. He felt it hit his skull. He tried to catch his balance, knowing that a whistling right hook would follow, and follow it did. He rolled to miss the punch, but it caught him and turned him completely around!

Something caught him across the small of the back and he felt his feet lift up. Then he was lying flat on his face on the apron of the ring, staring through a blue haze at the hairy legs of Tony Gilman. He had been knocked out of the ring!

He grabbed a rope, and half pulled, half fell through the ropes into the ring, then lunged to his feet. He saw Gilman coming, ducked under the punch, then dived across the ring and brought up against the ropes.

Then Gilman was there. Tony’s first punch was wild and Finn went under it and grabbed the blond fighter like a drowning man.

Then he was lying back on his stool and Mullaney was working on his eye.

“What round?” he gasped.

“The seventh, coming up!” Mullaney said quickly.

The seventh? But where—? He heard the warning buzzer and was on his feet, moving out toward Gilman.

Tony was disturbed. He had been sure of this fight; however, the clumsy, hard-hitting, but mostly ineffectual fighter he had met before had changed. Gilman was having the fight of his life. What had happened to Bernie Ledsham he didn’t know, but Mullaney now was in Finn’s corner.

A double cross? Was Spelvin going to cross him this time? Or was it Spelvin who was being crossed up?

He circled warily, looking Downey over. This called for some cool, careful boxing. He was going to have to cut Finn up, then knock him out. He would get no place slugging with him. How anything human could have survived that punch that took him out of the ring, he didn’t know, to say nothing of the half dozen he had thrown before and after.

Finn, on his part, knew he was going to have to slow Tony down. Gilman was still too experienced for him, and plenty tough. He was beginning to realize how foolish he must have sounded to Glen Gurney when he told the champ how he was going to knock him out. For Gurney had beaten Gilman, and badly.

Gilman circled and stabbed a left. Finn weaved under it and tried to get in close, but Gilman faded away from him, landing two light punches.

Finn crouched lower, watching Tony. Gilman sidestepped quickly to the right and Finn missed again. He circled. Twice he threw his right at Gilman and missed. Tony was wary, however, and did not seem to be inclined to overconfidence.

Downey went under a left, then let a right curl around his neck, and suddenly he let go in a long dive at Gilman! They crashed into the ropes. Gilman whipped free, but Finn smashed a left to the body, whipped a cracking left hook to the chin, and crossed a right to Gilman’s head.

Tony broke free and backpedaled, but Finn followed him relentlessly. He landed a left, took a blow, then caught Gilman in a corner.

Tony turned loose both hands; toe to toe, they stood and slugged like wild men while the huge arena became one vast roar of sound.

Finn was watching his chance, watching that left of Gilman’s, for he had noticed only a moment before that Gilman, after landing a left jab, sometimes moved quickly to the right.

The left came again—again, and a third time. Gilman fell away to the right—and into a crashing right hook thrown with every ounce of strength in Finn Downey’s body!

Gilman came down on his shoulder, rolled over on his face.

At nine, he got up. Finn Downey knew what effort he used to make it, but make it he did. Finn walked in, feinted a right, then whipped a left hook into Gilman’s solar plexus and crossed a right on his jaw.

Tony Gilman hit the canvas flat on his face. Downey trotted to his corner. This time, Gilman didn’t get up.

Mullaney threw Finn’s robe around his shoulders, and he listened to the roar of sound. They were cheering him, for he had won. His eyes sought the ringside seats. Pamela was struggling through the crowd toward him.

When she reached him, she caught his arm and squeezed it hard.

“Oh, Finn, you won! You really won!”

“Nice fight, man!” Gurney said smiling. “You’ve shortened up that right!”

Finn grinned back. “I had to,” he said, “or somebody would have killed me! Thanks for the tip.”

“Yeah,” Pat Skehan said, “it was a nice fight.” He grinned fleetingly, then brushed by.

“Will you take that ride in the morning?” Pamela asked.

“Okay, yeah,” Downey said. His head was spinning and the roaring in his ears had not yet died away.

In the dressing room, Mullaney grinned at Finn as he cut the strings on the gloves.

“Pal,” he said, “you should have seen Cat! He dropped sixty G’s on this fight! And that ain’t all! Walt McKeon was here tonight. Walt’s an investigator for the state’s attorney. He was curious as to why Bernie was in your corner when Bernie works for Cat and Cat owns Gilman’s contract. After some discussion, we rectified the situation!”





THE MORNING SUN was bright, and Finn leaned back in the convertible as it purred over the smooth paved roads.

He had no idea where he was going, and didn’t care. Pamela was driving, and he was content to be with her.

The car turned onto gravel, and he rode with half-closed eyes. When the car came to a halt, he opened them and looked around.

The convertible was in a lane not far from a railroad track. Beyond the track was a row of tumbled-down, long-unpainted shacks. Some housed chickens. In one was a cow.

At several of the houses, the wash hung on the line and poorly clad youngsters played in the dust.

“Where are we?” he demanded.

“In Jersey,” Pamela said. “There’s a manufacturing town right over there. This is where a lot of mill hands and railroad workers live, many not too long on this side of the water.”

Not over fifty yards away was a small house that once had been painted green. The yard was littered with papers, sticks, and ashes.

A path led from the back door into a forest of tall ragweed.

“Let’s get out,” Pamela said. “I want to walk around.” There was an odd look in her eyes.

It was hot and close in the jungle of ragweed. Pamela stepped carefully over the spots of mud. Finn moved carefully; he was still cut and bruised from the fight. The path led to a ditch that was crossed by a dusty plank. On the other side, the ragweed finally gave way to a bare field, littered with rusty tin cans, broken boxes, and barrels.

Pamela walked swiftly across it and into the trees that bordered the far edge. Here the path dipped to a small open space of green grass. A broken diving board hung over what had been a wide pool. Now the water was discolored by oil.

Pam sat down on a log in the shade. “Like it?” she asked curiously.

He shrugged, looking around. “How’d you know all this was here?”

Her smile vanished. “Because I used to live here. I was born in that house back there. So was Glen. Glen built that diving board. In those days, the water was still clean enough to swim in. Then the mill began dumping there and spoiled it. Even after that, I used to come here and sit, just like this. We didn’t have much money, and about all we could do was dream. Glen used to tell me what he would do someday. He did it, too. He never went to school much, and all the education he got was from reading. All he could do was fight, so that’s how he made it—by fighting. He paid for my education, and helped me get a job.”

Finn Downey got up suddenly. “I guess I’ve been a good deal of a sap,” he said humbly. “When I looked at you and at Glen, I figured you had to be born that way. I guess I was mighty wrong, Pam.”

Pamela got up and caught his hand. “Come on! Let’s go back to the car. There’s a drugstore in town where we used to get cherry sodas. Let’s go see if it’s still open!”

They made their way back across the polluted ditch and through the overgrown lot. The convertible left a haze of dust on the road for some minutes after it departed.

Far off there was the sound of a ball bouncing, then a pause and the sound of a backboard vibrating and the whiff as the ball dropped through the net. A gangly youngster dribbled down an imaginary court and turned to make another shot.

The crowd went wild.
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