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TRIPLE CROWN
1

Alec Ramsay sat still and straight in his saddle, seemingly unaware of the thousands of eyes upon him. He wore black racing silks, and beneath his peaked cap the whiteness of his face made a startling contrast to his racing colors and the burly black horse beneath him.

They were third in the parade to the post for the running of the classic Belmont Stakes. Alec wished they had drawn an outside position instead of the number 3 slot. He didn’t like being so near the rail. Henry’s instructions were to hold Satan until the field approached the middle of the backstretch before making his move. It would have been easier to do this from an outside post position.

The parade had passed the clubhouse and was now opposite the grandstand. Alec didn’t have to look to know that it was overflowing with people. The tumultuous roar from the stands took care of that. And he knew their eyes were upon Satan, wondering if the big three-year-old would win the Belmont Stakes, as he had won the Kentucky Derby and the Preakness, to take his place among the few great horses of the turf who had captured the Triple Crown! They wondered only because of the condition of the track. It was ankle-deep in mud after a heavy morning rain, and the early June sky was still overcast as a fine drizzle fell.

The last remaining doubters of Satan’s greatness asked themselves, “But can he race in the mud? He never has, you know.”

Alec’s hand went to the thick, muscular neck of the colt as Satan sidestepped quickly to the middle of the track. He spoke to him, and the heavy ears swept back at the sound of his voice; then the restlessness left Satan’s giant body and he was back in line as the field continued parading past the stands.

From the pushing, heaving wave of people at the rail, a man shouted, “Hey, Ramsay! You think it’s a horse show?”

Alec heard the man’s words, but his eyes never left the muddy track which he could see between Satan’s pricked ears.

“A Good Hands class maybe?” the man called again.

Only then did Alec Ramsay become aware that he was sitting much straighter in his saddle than the other jockeys. The whiteness of his skin gave way to a sudden flush of color, but his seat remained unchanged. He couldn’t have sat his horse any other way.

“Bring him home, Alec!” someone else shouted. “Bring him home like you did in the Derby an’ the Preakness!”

The post parade ended when they had filed past the stands, and Alec allowed Satan to go into a slow gallop. He rose in his stirrups and leaned forward, his face pressed close to the colt’s bulging neck.

Henry had said Satan could race in the mud as well as on a dry track. Henry should know, for he had been training Satan all winter and spring while Alec had spent most of his time in school. Henry said they had worked Satan in all kinds of weather and the big-boned colt didn’t know the difference between a dry track and a wet one. Alec had to take Henry’s word for it. He’d raced Satan only twice this year, once in the Kentucky Derby and again in the Preakness. The track had been dry and fast for each race, and Satan had had no trouble winning by many lengths.

He took the big black colt to the outside rail and went past the two horses in front of him. He let him go far around the turn, finding reassurance in the ever-lengthening and confident strides of the colt as he galloped fetlock-deep in the mud. And Alec thrilled to the swift and thunderous movement beneath his knees. But finally he rose still higher in his stirrups and drew back on the reins until Satan had slowed to a prancing crabstep.

He turned the colt to find the others already on their way back to the starting gate, now set in front of the grandstand. He kept Satan to a slow trot, and his hand slid down the thick neck before him. High above Satan’s craned head, Alec saw the many cameras set up on the top tier of the grandstand; they were trained on the field as it went to the post.

“Easy does it, Satan,” he said as one of the starter’s crew took hold of the bridle. Prancing, pulling a little, Satan moved inside the gate. The door behind them was closed; there was only one way out of the stall now.

For a moment, there were the heavy thuds of hoofs against stalls and the soft whisperings of jockeys to their mounts; all accompanied by the loud, shrieking clamor from the crowd, awaiting the break. Then, very abruptly, a heavy silence fell over the great stands, a silence which finally descended to the starting gate.

Only Satan’s big ears moved. Restlessly they pitched forward, then came back until they were flat and heavy against his head. Alec felt the tenseness of the giant colt beneath him. Close to Satan’s head he whispered to him. The break would come any second now, any second and they would be off.

“A mile and a half this time, Satan,” he said softly. “It’s a little longer than the others. Plenty of time for you. Easy getting away, Satan. Easy now … wait for me.”

The grilled doors clanged open; the starting bell rang. There was an outcry from more than fifty thousand voices that was quickly pommeled to deadening silence by racing, pounding hoofs.

Satan broke with the others, took two fast strides and stumbled! Alec felt his head go down, gave him more rein, then drew back, helping Satan to recover his feet. There was a sickening second of sliding, thrashing hoofs seeking foothold in the mud. Satan’s strides came fast and short as he tried to control the hurtling momentum of his heavy body over the slippery track. Alec felt the straining of the great muscles beneath him. He was afraid to move lest he offset Satan’s balance still more. He gave the colt his head, yet Alec’s hands on the reins were ready to help Satan when he needed it.

Satan’s strides were unrhythmic as he plunged forward, but Alec knew the worst was over. The big black colt had gathered himself and his feet were firmly beneath him once more. Even now his strides were lengthening, his body leveling out.

Only then did Alec become conscious of the heaving, sleek bodies to the front and side of him. The start on the muddy track had been difficult for all the horses, but now each was in his stride and moving fast.

Satan’s head was pushed forward and he was pulling. Bending low to the side of the black neck, Alec drew back on the reins. “Not yet, Satan. Not yet,” he called.

Driving hindquarters rose and fell in front of them, sending mud into their faces. Satan didn’t like it, but he didn’t attempt to free himself from Alec’s tight rein.

The three leading horses swung into the first turn, followed by Satan and the rest of the field. Alec saw the jockeys on his right starting to close in on him; they wanted to bring their mounts into the rail ahead of Satan going around the turn. Momentarily he gave Satan more rein. The colt surged forward, keeping the rail. But the others held on, pressing Satan as he sped about the turn.

The leaders were four lengths ahead as Satan came into the backstretch. Alec took a firm hold, keeping the black colt just to the fore of those running behind him.

“Make your move in the middle of the backstretch,” Henry had said. “Not before then. It’s only the gray you have to worry about, and he’ll be back with you, biding his time.”

The gray colt was behind him, as Henry had said. Alec could see his head coming up close beside them. He gave Satan a little more rein to keep ahead of the gray.

The leaders, having spent their early speed, were dropping back, and Satan bore down upon them with giant strides. But the gray was still pressing the black colt. Together they passed the tiring horses who had set the pace. Together they swept by the half-mile pole and drove toward the far turn.

No mud flew in Alec’s face now. The track ahead was clear of horses and only the racing gray, moving at Satan’s hindquarters, could keep the black colt from winning the Triple Crown!

“Now, Satan!” Alec shouted into the wind.

He moved forward and the white rail went by with ever increasing speed. Alec bent low, lost in the colt’s heavy, flowing mane. Nothing could stop Satan now, for he was running free, and there was a savage wildness to his action.

For only a few yards did the gray match Satan’s tremendous strides. Then he fell back before the fresh onslaught of speed and power displayed by the black colt. And as Satan rounded the turn in all his fury and came down the homestretch, the eyes of the crowd were on him alone. He was all power, all beauty as he swept beneath the wire, winner by a dozen lengths and the first undefeated Triple Crown winner in turf history!

High on the roof above the stands, a man kept his camera on Satan until the black colt was brought to a stop far up the track; then, turning to another cameraman, he said, “Never in my life have I seen a horse run like that. Never.”

“I have,” the other returned. “But only once. He was the Black, the sire of this colt. Alec Ramsay was up on him, too. That kid’s life is like something out of a movie,” he concluded, shaking his head.

“Why?”

“You mean you don’t know his story? Where’ve you been?”

“In Peru, shooting Inca ruins for the last five years.”

“Oh.”

“What’s the story?”

“Alec Ramsay and the Black were the lone survivors of a shipwreck, and the kid brought him home. It turned out that Henry Dailey, the old trainer, whom everyone had just about forgotten, was a neighbor of Alec Ramsay. And when Henry saw the Black he knew what the kid had hold of. They kept the Black in what’s no more than a back lot over in Flushing; then they sprung him in that big match race that was arranged for Sun Raider and Cyclone a few years back, and he whipped them both. I saw him do it. It’s the only time he raced, but I’ll never forget him.” The cameraman turned toward the track and Satan. “They could have been one and the same horse today,” he added.

“But what happened to the Black?”

“As I heard it, an Arab chieftain by the name of Abu Ishak turned up not long after the match race and proved the horse was his. So he took the Black back to Arabia.”

“And that’s the end of the Black?”

“It is, as far as I know.”

“But where does Satan come in? How did Alec Ramsay get hold of him?”

“The story goes that this Abu Ishak promised the kid he’d send him the first foal by the Black. He kept his promise. Satan is that foal.”

“What a break for the kid.”

“Yeah. He and Henry Dailey raised Satan in the same lot where they’d kept the Black. They brought him out in the Hopeful last fall. You know the rest … he hasn’t been beaten yet.”

“From back lot to undefeated Triple Crown champion,” the other cameraman mused as he turned to the winner’s circle, where Alec Ramsay sat on Satan amidst a crowd of photographers. “He’s riding high in the big time now. No more back lots for Alec Ramsay. Lucky kid!”


LUCKY ALEC RAMSAY?
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Alec Ramsay closed the door of the jockeys’ bungalow behind him, muffling the shrill voices which rose above the hiss of showers. Standing on the porch, he looked across the wet and empty courtyard to the hoof-furrowed ground of the paddock’s walking ring. And his gaze stayed there while he slipped his long arms into the sleeves of his raincoat and drew the belt about him. Then he went down the steps into the steady drizzle.

As he walked to the gate in the iron fence, his hatless head was tucked deep within his coat collar, so he did not see the tall, solitary figure that stood in the rain awaiting him.

“Alec,” the man called as the boy stepped outside.

“Dad! I thought you and Mother would be over at the barn with Henry.”

“Mother’s there,” his father said. “She sent me with this.” Casually he lifted an unopened umbrella.

Alec turned from it to the water dripping from the rim of his father’s hat. “Why aren’t you using it, then?” he said with a smile. “You must have been waiting a long time.”

“Never did like them. Do you want it?”

Alec shook his head. “We can put it up before we get to the barn,” he said.

They walked past the empty stands, and only the litter strewn about gave evidence of the thousands who had occupied the seats an hour ago. The lights gleamed fuzzily in the rain.

“I don’t need to tell you that it was a great race, Alec,” Mr. Ramsay said. “A truly great one. He’s unbeatable.” He put his arm across the boy’s shoulders as he turned to him, smiling.

Alec’s head was down, his eyes on the wet pavement. “Satan never makes a wrong move and will do anything you ask of him,” he said in a low, even voice. “Henry has done a wonderful job training him, Dad. Satan will go for anyone now … anyone who will just sit there and tell him what to do. He’s come a long way since …” Alec stopped without finishing his sentence.

Mr. Ramsay’s face sobered. “You’ve done your part making him what he is today,” he said quickly. “Don’t you forget that, Alec—not for one moment. He was a pretty bad colt before you taught him to have confidence and trust in human beings. Henry’s gone on from where you left off. He’s made a superb racing machine of Satan, but always remember he couldn’t have done it without your help.”

“Sure, Dad,” Alec said. “I’ll remember.”

They had passed the stands, and their eyes now turned to the long rows of barn sheds a short distance away. They could see the grooms walking their horses under vivid-colored cooling sheets.

“How’d Mother take the race?” Alec asked as they walked down the road.

“Fine. Just fine, except for Satan’s stumble at the break. But she came out of it as well as he did. And when the race was over I heard her telling the people sitting next to us that your hands kept Satan on his feet. She’s getting to be quite a racetracker, Alec,” he added proudly.

As they neared the sheds they saw the crowd gathered in front of Satan’s stall.

“The photographers are still here, I see,” Mr. Ramsay said. “And there’s Mother with …” He stopped and hastily put up the umbrella. “I almost forgot,” he said, winking at Alec.

The photographers left the shelter of the shed’s roof when they saw Alec Ramsay. They took pictures as he came toward them. They had him stop and asked Mr. Ramsay to put his arm around him, to put the umbrella back a bit, to smile. They took more pictures; then someone called Mrs. Ramsay.

She came through the crowd at the insistence of a photographer: a small, plump woman with a very round face. Her eyes were a little bewildered, but she smiled bravely at Alec and slipped over beside him, holding his arm close to her. She faced the camera, but the photographers told her to look at Alec instead.

“You, too, Mr. Ramsay. Look at Alec and smile. Make it real homey. You’re the proud parents. There, that’s it. Just move the umbrella over a little more, Mr. Ramsay. Cover the missis. She’s getting wet.” And everyone laughed.

Then the photographers took pictures of Alec and Henry together. They were very much alike, these two. They made a good picture, and the photographers knew it. They were the same height. Each carried his weight in his shoulders, chest and arms. Henry was heavier through the waist than Alec and his legs were bowed and not so slender, but they could have been taken for father and son.

“Move closer to Alec, Henry,” a photographer called.

Henry grunted, pulling his soggy hat far down over his wrinkled brow. “You oughta get out of here,” he told Alec. “You’ve had more than enough for one day.”

“Smile as if you were glad to see him,” a photographer yelled to Henry. “And push your hat back so we can get a look at your face.”

Henry pulled his sober face into a grin, but he didn’t touch his hat. “Take your mother and father and get going. I’ll follow in a few minutes. I’ve got my car here.”

Alec turned to Satan’s stall, where he saw the colt being fondled by one of the grooms Henry had hired. Satan had his head raised above the door, and the perfectly shaped white diamond in the center of his forehead stood out prominently against his black face. Looking for a carrot, the colt shoved his muzzle into the groom’s shirt pocket; then more people moved in front of the stall, blocking Alec’s view of Satan.

“Don’t turn your head away from Henry,” someone shouted to him.

“I’d like to be with Satan a few minutes before I go, Henry,” he said.

“Hold it!”

“They’ll follow you in there with him,” Henry replied. “It won’t be no better for you. You’d better go. Satan’s all right. Don’t worry about him.”

Alec’s face clouded. “It’s not that I’m worried about him. It’s just that …”

“Grin, Alec, will you?” the photographers called to him.

Alec grinned and the clicks of shutters followed; then Henry had him by the arm and was taking him up the row to where his father’s car was parked. He saw that his parents were already inside.

He sat in the back seat and was quiet as his father drove out the barn gate and headed for home.

It was a little less than an hour later when they arrived in Flushing. The sky to the west was brightened by the glow of New York City lights, and the tall skyscrapers could be seen pushing their fiery towers into the night.

Mr. Ramsay drove down quiet suburban streets and finally came to a stop before a two-story brown house. “The rain is over,” he said, getting out of the car.

Mrs. Ramsay followed him up the walk to the house. She had reached the porch when she turned to find Alec crossing the street. She was about to call him when her husband took her by the arm.

“He probably wants to go to the barn for a few minutes, Belle. I’d leave him alone.”

“But nothing’s there … just Tony’s old horse.”

“He knows that,” Mr. Ramsay said, moving her across the porch. “He knows it very well.”

When they opened the door, a small dog with shaggy brown hair leaped outside and rose, clinging to their legs with his forepaws. Mr. Ramsay reached down to pull gently on the long ears. “You’d better go with Alec, Sebastian,” he said. “I think he’d like to have you around.”

The dog stood still before the closed door, whimpering and with his head cocked; then he turned and saw Alec. With a short bark he ran down the steps and across the pavement until he came to a sliding stop before the boy.

Alec bent down to him, holding the soft body in his arms, but after a few minutes he straightened and went to the high, iron-barred fence. Opening the gate, he went inside, followed closely by Sebastian.

The graveled driveway led to Henry’s house and one of the few open fields left in a fast-growing area; it stretched before him, coming to an end at an old barn a hundred yards away. Alec walked toward it, his eyes leaving the darkened barn only for the wooden fence to the left of the barn and to the field beyond … the field where the Black—and, later, Satan—had grazed.

Reaching the barn door, he opened it and went inside. Even before he switched on the light there was the soft whinny of a horse. Sebastian’s feet pattered over the wood floor as he made his way toward one of the two box stalls in the small barn.

Blinking his eyes in the sudden light, a horse pushed his gray, almost white, head over his stall’s half-door. Alec went to him, placing his hand upon the soft muzzle. For a moment he stood there, his eyes running over the well-groomed coat.

“Tony takes good care of you all right, doesn’t he, Napoleon?” Alec’s gaze turned to the cloth hanging on the peg beside the door. “But I guess it wouldn’t do any harm to go over you once more.” Taking the cloth, Alec went inside and ran it across Napoleon’s swayed back. But the horse turned to him, seeking the boy’s face.

“Stand still, Napoleon,” he said, taking the old head and pressing it close to him.

Sebastian entered the stall, running between the horse’s legs and beneath the heavy hanging girth. Napoleon lowered his head, inquisitively watching the dog.

When Alec had finished grooming Napoleon, he went to the water pail and found it full. But he emptied and refilled it; then he got some clean straw and spread it over the floor.

It was only when there was nothing else to do that he turned to the other box stall. He looked at it for many minutes before going to the tack room at the far end of the barn, and there he sat down on a low, flat chest and buried his head in his hands.

“You’ve got to grow up,” he told himself angrily.

When he raised his head again, it was to look at three pictures hanging on the wall before him. They were of Satan. One had been taken when he was a weanling and stood on long spindled legs; another when he was a yearling and already bigger-boned and more burly than his sire; and the last picture was one of him as a two-year-old, standing in the winner’s circle after he had won the Hopeful last fall. That had been the beginning of his meteoric career on the track and the end, Alec knew, of having Satan for his own.

There was another picture, larger than the others, on the wall to Alec’s left. Without turning to it, he saw every detail in his mind. It was a photograph of the Black’s head. Alec had taken it one day long ago, and his father had had it enlarged and framed for him. The background was nothing but sky, and the Black stood out against it so vividly that it seemed you could reach out and touch the finely drawn muzzle, to feel it soft and quivering beneath your hand.

It was a small head, noble and arrogant, with eyes large and lustrous, burning with fiery energy; his silky foretop and heavy black mane were swept back, for there had been a strong breeze that day; his small ears were pricked forward, almost touching at the tips; and his delicate nostrils were dilated, for he had been suspicious and wary of the camera.

Alec closed his eyes, shutting out the Black’s picture from his mind. But he opened them almost immediately, startled by the sound of his own voice as he said loudly, “Today I rode Satan to the Triple Crown championship. No one could ask for more than that. No one should. I’m the luckiest and happiest kid in the world.”

He repeated his words to himself, then rose to his feet, knowing well that he was only kidding himself. He wasn’t happy at all.


THE WAY IT WAS
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Alec was leaving the tack room when the barn door opened and Henry came inside. Sebastian barked and ran to meet him.

“I saw the light and figured it was you, Alec. Anything wrong?”

“No. I was just checking up on Napoleon.”

Walking over to the old gray, Henry said, “I’m glad school is about over. Now you’ll be able to get to the track mornings with me.”

Alec stood beside Henry, his hand on Napoleon’s muzzle. “It seems so right to be in this barn, where everything started,” he said quietly. “I know we can’t keep Satan here, but I wish we could.”

Henry turned to him quickly, his face puzzled. But then he smiled and said, “Yeah, it’s different at the track all right. The photographers got me down today, too. But you’ll find it’s not so bad early mornings, Alec. ’Course there are always people around watchin’ every move we make with Satan. But you’ll get used to it, an’ we got no right to expect anything else now.”

“No, we haven’t,” Alec said slowly. “And it’s what we wanted.”

Henry looked at Alec for a long while before asking, “And now you don’t want it?”

“I didn’t say that, Henry.”

“No, y’didn’t. But I got the idea that’s what you meant.” Henry paused. “Didn’t you?” he asked.

Alec turned away, and it was several minutes before he said, “I don’t know what I want anymore, Henry. I seem to be all mixed up.”

“Maybe you oughta talk about it, Alec. We always have. We’ve never kept anything from each other, have we?”

“No.”

“Well, then?”

Alec turned to him. “Sometimes, Henry, I think of myself as a baby who’s had his pet toy taken away from him,” he said angrily. “I guess I’m unhappy because I can’t have Satan to myself any longer. I tell myself to grow up, that I can’t make a pet of a champion. I put all the cards on the table. I say this is exactly what I wanted. I’m glad Satan is everything we thought he’d be. I knew from the very beginning that, if he was to be a champion, I’d have to share him with others. I knew his training would have to go on, even though I couldn’t always get to the track to ride him. I knew other fellows would be up on him when I wasn’t. Everything made sense … everything was just the way I’d figured it was going to be.” Alec paused, his gaze leaving Henry for Napoleon. “Yet I’m finding it hard to take … much harder than I ever thought it would be.”

“Hasn’t riding Satan in the big classics made up for a lot, Alec?” Henry asked.

“No … not even that. I feel that I’m just a jockey, and I want to be more than that … much more.” He turned to Henry again, his eyes searching. “It’ll be different this summer, won’t it? I’ll stay with him all the time, and I’ll take care of him, too, Henry. We won’t need any grooms.… There’ll be just the two of us again, and it’ll be the way it was.”

Henry’s eyes studied Alec’s tense face. “Maybe I oughta tell you it will be the same for you,” he said, finally. “But I’m not goin’ to.” He ignored the startled look that came to the boy’s eyes. “You’ve been straightforward with me, an’ I aim to be the same with you,” he added.

“What are you driving at, Henry?” Alec’s words came fast.

“Something I been thinking about for a long time now, Alec. Something I got from just watchin’ you the last six months … that, and what you just said. An’ I want you to listen to what I have to say without flyin’ off the handle. I want you to think this out with me and see if maybe I’m not right about what’s botherin’ you most of all.”

Alec started to say something, changed his mind and waited for Henry to continue.

“When you talk about getting it back the way it was,” Henry began, choosing his words carefully, “I don’t really believe it’s Satan you’re thinking about at all. I think it’s the Black.”

He waited for the outburst from Alec he thought would come. But the boy was silent, so Henry went on, “And Satan or no other horse in the world is goin’ to give you what you had with him, Alec. You might as well accept that now, before you go through life waiting for somethin’ to take you back the way it was … somethin’ that’s never goin’ to happen.”

Napoleon nuzzled Henry’s coat sleeve, pulling it. But the man’s eyes never left Alec as he continued, his voice softer now: “I’m not meanin’ to beat you down. I’m only tryin’ to make you realize that what happened between you an’ the Black comes only once in a lifetime, if at all. He was no ordinary horse, Alec.… He was wild and never clear broke. Yet, for some reason that’s buried within that untamed heart of his, he took to you.

“Then let’s take a look at what you had,” Henry added hurriedly. “Here you were, just a kid, with a wild stallion only you could handle. Your love was bein’ returned by an animal who had love for no one else. The Black was yours, Alec … as much yours as anything could possibly be. Anybody in your shoes would have felt the same way you did. It set you on top of the world.”

“And it spoiled me for anything else. Is that what you mean, Henry?” Alec’s lips were drawn in a tight smile. “Even for Satan?”

“Maybe I do mean that,” Henry returned. “It pretty much depends on how you’re goin’ to look at things from now on.” He paused, shifting uneasily on his feet. “I think you oughta take stock of what you got right now an’ the future that’s lined up for you an’ Satan. He’s goin’ places an’ you’re goin’ along with him. But he’s no one-man horse, Alec, an’ you got no right to expect him to be. Satan can be handled by ‘most anybody. He’s been trained to do what’s expected of him. It’s the way it should be … the only way. And he’s a better horse for it … better than the Black, I mean. He’s got the Black’s speed yet he’s controllable, an’ that’s what makes him the champion he is.”

Taking Alec by the arm, he said, “C’mon down to the tack room a minute.” And, as they walked along, Henry added, “Y’got to realize, too, that Satan is giving you somethin’ the Black couldn’t give you. The Black never could be raced.… He was never meant to set foot on a track with other horses. He ran wild with you in that Chicago match race; you know that as well as I do. He’s no campaigner like Satan, for you’d never know what he might do from one race to another. He’s as apt to fight as run.”

They were at the door of the tack room when Henry stopped and turned to Alec. “And don’t you think for one moment Abu Ishak doesn’t know that, Alec. That’s why he didn’t send the Black over here to race as he said he was goin’ to do when we saw him last fall at the running of the Hopeful. Abu went back to Arabia and thought it over. An’ when he did, he knew darn well it just couldn’t be done. I’ll bet that’s why he hasn’t even answered your letters.”

Henry walked into the tack room, his hand on the boy’s arm. He came to a halt before the picture of the Black. “What I’d do, if I were you, Alec, would be to put this picture away an’ the Black along with it. I’d say to myself, ‘It was good, but now it’s over. It’s all part of the past.… It’s done, finished.’ ” Henry shrugged his shoulders. “Well, that’s what I wanted to say. You know better’n me whether I been talkin’ through my hat or not. You got to decide for yourself now.”

Henry left Alec alone in the room.

For many minutes Alec looked steadily at the picture without moving; then, finally, he walked forward, lifting it from the wall. He carried it to the old chest and wrapped it carefully in a blanket before putting it inside and closing the lid; then he turned and walked away.

Henry was waiting for him outside the door.

“You were right, Henry,” he said in a low voice. “I’ve been thinking of him all along … wishing it could be the same with Satan as it was with him. I’ve put him away. It’s over, as you say.”

Henry placed his arm across Alec’s shoulders as they walked past the stalls. “We’ll go out to the track early tomorrow,” he said. “We won’t work Satan, but we’ll just hang around with him.”

“When’s the next race, Henry?”

“Not for a month, when we take him to Chicago. He’ll be running against older horses at Arlington Park, but I don’t think he’ll have any trouble if he goes as he did today.”

“He will,” Alec said. “He couldn’t run any other way.”

They had reached the barn door, and Henry had switched off the lights, when they heard footsteps coming up the driveway. Alec was the first to make out his father’s lanky figure in the darkness. “It’s Dad,” he told Henry, and the man turned on the lights again.

Seeing Alec, Mr. Ramsay said, “I’ve been waiting, Alec, but you were gone so long I thought I’d better bring …” He stopped as Henry appeared in the doorway behind Alec. “Oh, I didn’t know Henry was here with you.”

They stepped back into the barn as Mr. Ramsay entered, and their eyes were on the letter he held in his hand. “It’s from Arabia,” he was saying. “It was in the mailbox when we got home.”

“From Abu Ishak?” Henry asked quickly as Mr. Ramsay handed the letter to Alec.

Shaking his head, Mr. Ramsay said, “It seems to be from Tabari Ishak … at least that’s the name on the return address.”

“His daughter,” Henry said, turning to Alec.

The boy was holding the envelope without opening it.

“She could have addressed it for him,” Henry offered. His eyes remained on Alec’s face as the boy opened the envelope and withdrew the letter. Just as he’d told Alec, Henry didn’t think that Abu Ishak would send the Black here to race. But he could be wrong. And, if the Black came, it would change a lot of things … for him and for Alec; maybe even for Satan. So Henry watched with anxious eyes while Alec read.

He saw the ashen white rise, beating every bit of color from the boy’s face. He saw the flood of tears come swiftly and flow unchecked. He saw Alec’s eyes close and his fingers crush the letter within his hand.

It was Mr. Ramsay who took the letter from Alec and straightened it out for Henry to read with him.


Arabia
June 2nd

Dear Alec,

My father died three months ago, and we have been in mourning. It is only now that I can write to tell you that his death was the result of injuries suffered when he was thrown by the stallion you know as the Black.

Among my father’s possessions was a letter to be opened only in the event of his death. In this letter he has written that the Black is to be given to you.

It is ironical—is it not?—that my father should bequeath to you the devil responsible for his death. But for that, we would have destroyed him.

I have made arrangements with Trans-World Airlines for him to be flown to you. He will arrive in Newark, New Jersey, on the night of June the twentieth. All necessary papers, including transfer of ownership, are being sent under separate cover.

May the great Allah be with you and keep you from the same fate which befell my father.

Tabari




THE BLACK
4

It was more than a week since Alec had received Tabari’s letter, and he and Henry were sitting in the cab of their horse van, parked just off the field of the air cargo terminal in Newark, awaiting the Black.

Henry ran his hands over the steering wheel, then turned from Alec to the airport’s beacon light as it cut a wide arc through the night sky. A plane went down the runway, its engines rising to a high and thunderous pitch as it took off.

“I guess I was wrong about the Black bein’ a part of your past, Alec,” he said. “Wrong, all right.”

Alec said nothing.

“But what I said about his not bein’ meant to set foot on a track still goes,” Henry added, turning to the boy.

“I don’t intend to race him,” Alec said.

“You’ll still have to watch yourself with him. I’m rememberin’ y’never had much trouble. But you’ve been away from him a long time. Things might have changed between you an’ him.”

“He’ll know me, Henry.”

“He knew Abu, too,” the man replied quietly.

A plane circled and came in. Eagerly they watched it until they saw that it was a passenger plane; then Henry glanced at his watch. “It’s near midnight,” he said. “Should be in any minute now.” Removing his hands from the steering wheel, he noticed that they were wet with perspiration, and he wiped them a little self-consciously on the sides of his pants legs.

Alec’s gaze turned to the sky; he was watching for the blinking lights of the plane, listening for the far-off drone of its engines and all the while thinking: The Black is mine again … this time for keeps!

But at the cost of Abu Ishak’s life.

Alec closed his eyes, shutting out the darkened sky. He had told himself over and over again that Abu was an old man. A hard fall from any horse could have resulted in his death. It need not have been the Black. Tabari had given him none of the details. Abu could have struck his head when he fell; any number of things could have happened. Abu’s fall might even have been due to his own negligence. Perhaps the Black had stumbled while in full gallop; perhaps Abu hadn’t been ready for it.

But, then, why had Tabari planned to destroy the Black, if her father’s death had been accidental? Why?

The Black knew no master. Had Abu forgotten? Had he sought to dominate the fiery will of the stallion? Had he fought him and lost? Was that the reason Tabari would have the Black destroyed?

Alec opened his eyes. He didn’t want to know the answers. It was much better that he never know.

I must only remember, he thought, that the Black’s unlike any other horse in the world. If I remember that, I have nothing to fear. I can’t dominate his will, any more than Abu could do it. I must ask of him, never demand. He must do it of his own accord, because he wants to do what I ask of him. It’s not the way it should be, but it’s his way. No one could change him now.…

They heard the drone of the plane before they were able to distinguish its light from the stars. They watched it come in, dropping lower and lower toward the field.

“This could be it,” Henry said.

As the plane’s wheels touched the runway, Alec made out the company’s name, Trans-World, on its side. “This is it, Henry! He’s here!”

They left the van and went to the wire fence which kept them from the field. The plane came off the main runway and taxied toward them, its silver body glistening in the lights that played upon it.

Henry stopped staring at the plane and looked around. Luckily, they were far from the center of the field’s activity and there was no one in their immediate vicinity except for a few Trans-World cargo employees who were awaiting the plane. “Now the less fuss we have around here the better,” he told Alec. “I’ll check the office again to make sure all the papers are in order.” Henry walked toward the lighted building to their rear, but Alec never turned from the plane.

It was a few minutes before it came to a stop a short distance from him. He saw three men in white coveralls go to meet it. The engines were raced to a high pitch by the pilot, then cut.

Alec waited for the wide cargo doors to open, his heart pounding. He turned to the gate, a little way beyond him, and to the man attending it; then his gaze swept to the Trans-World office as he looked anxiously for Henry.

Turning back to the plane, he found the doors still unopened. He was moving along the fence toward the gateman when Henry came running up to him.

“We can take him once he’s off,” Henry said. “No quarantine is necessary. He’s been checked out.”

“Let’s get up to the gate then,” Alec replied, without stopping.

“Take it easy,” his friend cautioned. “They’ll get him off all right. It’s just a consignment to them now, so let’s not make it any more than that.”

Reaching the gateman, Henry handed him the clearance he’d received from the office, and the man checked it against his list. “They’ll have him off in a few minutes,” he said.

Alec saw the cargo doors open. A man appeared and called to the men on the ground. He left the doorway but reappeared a few seconds later, pushing out a long wooden ramp. When they had the ramp set up it extended from the doors of the plane to the ground.

Suddenly the long, piercing whistle of the Black shattered the night but died quickly beneath the roar of a plane going down the runway.

Alec’s hand went quickly to the chain extending across the entrance to the field; then he stopped, turning to Henry. “Maybe I could help them,” he said.

Henry smiled at the gateman, “We’re a little anxious about our horse.”

“No need to worry,” the gateman replied. “We sort of specialize in carrying horses and animals of all kinds. Never had any trouble yet.”

Henry nodded agreeably, but Alec turned anxiously back to the plane. The Black uttered another shrill scream; then came the sharp ring of his hoofs striking metal.

“Some are a little harder to handle than others,” the gateman was saying. “But it’s all in knowing how. That fellow inside the plane is a professional animal handler. He rides along with every animal we carry. Just another of the services our company provides its clients.”

“As y’say,” Henry agreed, smiling. “It’s all in knowin’ how.”

“Yeah, that and having the equipment,” the gateman added. “We can make our planes into regular flying stables, when necessary. We use collapsible stalls with a soft rubber matting and wooden shavings for the horses to stand on. Everything for their comfort, you might say. But if they give us any trouble, this fellow can take care of them; he’s got a firm hand.” He turned to the plane. “Yours is the only animal we’re carrying tonight. The rest is freight. He should have had him out by now. It usually doesn’t take …” He stopped abruptly, his eyes on the doorway.

The Black stood just within the plane, the animal handler at his head.

“There he is now,” the gateman said. “We’ll have him off right away.”

“Sure,” Henry said uneasily, for he could see the man was having trouble. He put his hand on Alec’s arm.

The Black shook his head savagely as the man jerked hard on the lead shank he held short in his hand. The stallion snorted in contempt and his eyes blazed defiantly; then he moved out of the doorway and onto the ramp. For a moment he remained still, his eyelids blinking in the glare of the floodlights and his ears pricked to the sound of an incoming plane.

He was like a giant statue. Arrogant and noble, he stood there; his small head, crowned by silky foretop, was set majestically on his long and highly arched neck, and no sculptor could have done justice to the suppleness and fineness of line of his beautifully molded body.

The man at his head jerked again on the lead shank, trying to move him down the ramp. Tall and long-limbed, the stallion took two steps; then, without warning, he reared, carrying the man with him.

No longer was he beautiful to behold, but a ranting, raging beast, fighting for his freedom! To bring him down, the man struck him hard across the muzzle. The Black swelled to greater fury at the impact of the blow, and, when his forefeet touched the ramp, he bolted forward.

Alec was running to him when the Black pulled himself free of the man’s desperate grip on his halter. Jumping clear of the ramp, the stallion broke into a gallop. He started toward the runway but stopped before the outburst of a plane’s engines. Whirling, he came back, his eyes white and starting from his head. He swerved when he came upon Alec and swept by, perilously close to the boy.

His whirlwind charge came to a sudden stop. He shook his disheveled head, and his nostrils filled out. Turning again, he faced Alec. His large eyes were upon the boy, his ears cupped to the sound of Alec’s voice. He jerked his head upward and held it still, his every sense keyed to the utmost.

“Black, Black,” Alec kept repeating while his eyes held those of the stallion. He saw every sign of impending recognition, but he could only wait and hope.

Now the Black was tense and rigid, with only his nostrils quivering. For many minutes he seemed undecided. His flashing eyes left Alec to move back and forth, slowly, as his head turned. He moved neither toward Alec nor away from him. He stood alert and confident in his strength.

Alec kept talking, caring little what he said. It was only the sound of his voice that mattered. His voice and scent were what the Black remembered.

The stallion turned to him again, listening intently, smelling with long, delicate nostrils; then he came forward, trotting with high head and tail.

Alec reached out to him, and the stallion did not move away at his touch. The boy’s arms swept around him and he buried his head in the long mane.

He heard Henry’s voice, but he did not turn to him.

“Take him out, while you got him,” Henry was saying excitedly. “Let’s get outa here before …”

The Black moved nervously at the sound of Henry’s voice. Alec took him by the halter. “Come on, fellow. We’re going home.”

After a moment’s hesitation, the Black moved with him. Henry had led the men away from the gate, but their gaze followed Alec as he took the stallion from the field.

Alec led the Black toward the van, Henry walking a little behind them.

“Nice and quiet just like he wanted,” Henry muttered to himself. “I shoulda known better than to expect it. But it could have been worse. If he’d gotten away, everyone on the field would have known it, an’ it’d be in the papers tomorrow. As it is, these Trans-World guys are just glad to get rid of him.”

Henry’s gaze swept over the Black as the stallion walked nimbly beside the boy. He was quiet now; there was none of the savagery displayed only a few minutes before. Nor was he fidgeting or capering nervously; only his head moved, and he turned it back and forth, observing everything about him. Yet he was a picture of pure blood and fiery energy, ready to burst into action at the slightest impulse.

Henry stopped in his tracks, for Alec had the stallion at the van and he was shying away from the ramp. Henry started forward; then, thinking better of it, stopped again and stayed behind.

Alec waited patiently for his horse, talking to him all the while. He turned him around in a circle several times, then led him to the ramp again and stepped upon it. The Black hesitated, then followed, his hoofs resounding on the wooden boards.

Running to the van, Henry pushed the ramp inside. He was closing the door when Alec called, “I’ll ride back here with him.”

“As if I didn’t know,” Henry said.

It was well over an hour later when Henry drove up to the barn in Flushing. He backed the van to a grassy knoll just to the side of the driveway, got out and opened the door. Alec pushed the ramp over to him and Henry set one end down on the knoll. The descent from the van was gradual, and Henry knew Alec wouldn’t have any trouble getting the stallion down. He went to the barn, opened the doors wide and switched on the lights. Napoleon raised his head, neighing softly.

“You’ve an old friend comin’ to see you,” Henry told him. “Maybe you’ll recognize him.”

Henry turned from the door at the sound of the Black coming down the ramp. Alec had him off and was leading him toward the barn. The stallion’s lips, eyes and ears were all in motion.

“He knows where he is, Henry,” Alec called. “Just look at him!”

As the Black entered the barn, his ears pricked forward at sight of Napoleon. He neighed shrilly and moved quickly across the floor. Napoleon stretched out his head to him while the Black moved close, his nostrils quivering.

“Better be careful with him,” Henry warned both Alec and Napoleon.

But Napoleon had no fear of the Black, and he shoved his gray head hard against the stallion. The Black stood still, watching him curiously.

After a few minutes Alec opened the door to the empty stall. The Black turned to it, his long nostrils quivering; then, without a word from the boy, he went inside.

Henry waited while Alec fed and watered the Black, but when he saw that the boy meant to stay inside the stall he walked slowly toward the barn door.

This is the way Alec wanted it, all right, he thought. Just the Black and him all over again. But it can’t go on. No more than it could with Satan. Someone’s going to learn about the Black’s being here, and when the news breaks the Lord only knows where it’ll end. But no need to tell him that. Not now. Let him have it the way he wants for as long as he can. It’ll be short enough.… It can’t last, not with a horse like the Black.

Quietly Henry opened the door and stepped out into the night, leaving Alec alone with his horse.
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It was very early the next morning when Alec returned to the barn after only a few hours’ sleep. He went directly to the Black, running his hand through the stallion’s long mane to remove the straw that had matted the hair.

“You were down last night,” he said softly.

The Black nickered, following him to the water pail that hung in a corner. Alec removed the pail from its bracket and left the stall, closing the door behind him; then he went into Napoleon’s stall and got his pail, too, before going to the water faucet outside the barn. Returning, he first went to Napoleon, setting his pail up for him; then he entered the stallion’s stall again. Instead of placing the pail in the corner, he held it while the Black pushed his small, finely drawn muzzle down to the water. Alec’s fingers touched the molesoft skin as the stallion drank.

A few minutes later Alec was at the feedbox, scooping up containers of oats for the Black and Napoleon. And, while the stallion ate, he cleaned the stall and pitched in some fresh straw, bedding it down well; then he went quickly to the chest in the tack room. He took out the brushes and currycomb and was about to close the lid when he saw the folded blanket. He picked it up carefully, his eyes turning to the far wall of the room; then he unwrapped the blanket from about the Black’s picture and hung it once more in its proper place on the wall. His eyes shining, he turned from it and left the room.

The Black moved uneasily as Alec brought the brush across his body, but the boy moved with him, unmindful of the fiery brightness coming into the stallion’s eyes. Alec went to the rear of the stallion, brushing out the straw from his tail; then he stopped to pick up the Black’s feet, going from one to the other, cleaning them of the dirt and manure that was packed within the hoofs. It was only when he straightened, close to the Black’s head, that he saw the unusual light in the stallion’s eyes. Aware of the fury that smoldered within the Black, he stepped closer to him and raised the brush to the stallion’s lips.

“It’s nothing to be afraid of,” he said as the Black nuzzled the brush. “It can’t hurt you. And you’re not worried about me. I’m supposed to be here … no place else.”

Taking a cloth from his pocket, Alec ran it along the stallion’s neck; then he turned away from him, going over the sleek body and down the long, sinewy legs. When he straightened, he found the Black licking his feedbox clean of the last remaining oats. The stallion’s eyes were soft and dark again, and Alec knew that any uncertainty the Black might have had regarding his right to handle him was gone.

To the rear of the stall was a sliding door, and it was to this that Alec now went. His hand was on it when the Black came to him. The stallion’s small ears were pitched forward, his head craned high. Sliding the door open, Alec stepped to one side.

For a few seconds the Black remained rigidly still in the daylight that came through the doorway; his lips shriveled and he snorted through dilated nostrils. Cautiously he stepped outside, his eyes in constant motion, his ears pricked and keyed to pick up the slightest sound.

A narrow runway led behind the barn to the field. The Black turned to the green grass, neighing for joy at sight of it; then he was moving at a slow trot, his long tail streaming behind him.

Leaving the door open, Alec ran back through the barn and outside. He went on to the high rail fence, and his eyes were on the stallion as the Black swept from the runway into the field. He watched him change from a trot into a slow canter.

Alec climbed to the top rail of the fence and sat there, content in the knowledge that nothing in the world could equal what he had again for his very own.

The stallion cantered alongside the stone wall but stopped when he came to the hollow at the far end. He stood still for a moment, then trotted along the rim of the hollow and across the field. Reaching the stone fence on the opposite side, he stopped to look through the trees toward the boulevard. A car went down the street, its engine whining loudly in the early-morning stillness. The Black snorted and came up the field. Reaching the fence at Alec’s end, he turned with it. He stopped a short distance from the boy, his slender neck arched sharply at the crest, his head cocked a little to one side.

One moment he was still, but the next he had broken out into furious action! With a snort he bolted, flinging his hindlegs and quarters high in the air. He ran a few yards, then his hindlegs thrashed the air again. Without stopping, he burst into a fast gallop and quickly reached the end of the field. He stopped there and lowered himself to the ground. Rolling over on his back, he shoved his body into the soft earth, grunting with pleasure as his legs moved above him. He was up quickly, once more bursting into full gallop and slowing only when he came to the stone fence; then he turned with amazing swiftness and came up the field again. This time he ran to Alec and stopped before him.

The boy’s hand reached out to touch the disheveled head, to run down the satin neck. The Black was close to him, so close that it was a simple matter to slip lightly from the fence onto the stallion’s back. He was on him before he knew it.… It had come instinctively, naturally, as though each had known it was the way it should be.

The stallion moved forward, without bolting, and his gait was effortless and easy to ride. How different he was from Satan, Alec thought. For only when the Black’s burly son was in full gallop was he easy to ride; only then did Satan lose the ponderousness that was so much in evidence at any other gait.

The Black broke into a gallop and Alec slid forward, pressing his hands close to the sides of the stallion’s neck. He had forgotten, too, how high the Black carried his head even in full gallop. Satan always pushed his head forward and his ears would lie back, flat and heavy against his head. The two horses were so different in many ways, yet beneath Alec’s knees worked the same giant muscles that helped provide each horse with his tremendous power and speed.

The Black’s strides swallowed the ground and he swerved abruptly to avoid the hollow. Alec moved with him, glorying in the strength of the stallion as he leveled out again and went back up the field.

Half-asleep, Henry heard the rhythmic beat of running hoofs. He turned uneasily in his bed, his back to the open window that looked out upon the field. His eyes remained closed as he mumbled, “I’m hearing things. It’s Sunday. I don’t have to go to the track today. Satan is taking a rest. No horse within miles … only Napoleon, and he’s not working today, either. Must be early … very early.”

He opened his eyes to look at the clock on his bureau. It was only a little past six o’clock. He was closing his eyes when the pounding beat of hoofs came again. He sat straight up in bed. The Black! Alec!

He ran to the window, carrying his bed covers with him in his haste. He saw the fast-moving black figure coming up the field. But he didn’t see Alec, for the boy was stuck like a burr high on the Black’s withers and half-hidden by the whipping mane. Henry glanced at the barn, then back at the running stallion before he saw the boy.

“That crazy kid!” he said. “He shoulda waited for me.”

Henry reached for his clothes on a nearby chair and pulled them on hurriedly, but his eyes never left Alec and the racing Black.

The stallion’s strides shortened as he neared the fence, slowing to turn across the field. Henry saw then that he wore neither bridle nor saddle and that Alec was guiding him by pressing his hands hard against the Black’s neck.

“Alec can’t see anythin’ bad in that horse,” Henry said, shaking his head. “He never will, an’ maybe that’s why he gets away with it.” Henry drew on his shirt more slowly. “No sense in my gettin’ excited now. He’s up and havin’ no trouble.”

Henry marveled at the Black’s bursts of speed in the short field. There was a wildness to his every move, yet it seemed the stallion was ready to obey Alec’s slightest command. Now the great strides slowed as Alec moved his body back and away from the long neck. Henry saw the Black paw the air at a bird which rose a few feet in front of him, but he did it without breaking stride.

A short distance from the hollow Alec brought him to a stop, and the stallion lowered his head to graze.

Henry turned away from the window, looking for his shoes. When he found them, he sat down.

“If I could only keep it this way for him,” he said aloud. “If it was just him and the Black, I don’t think he’d have trouble with him. But just let the press get wise he’s here and they’ll raise such a clamor Alec will have to race him. It’ll be a different story then.… Put that devil on a track with the wind of other stallions in his nostrils an’ he’ll forget all about Alec’s bein’ up there on his back. I don’t want to see that. I aim to do all I can to keep it from happenin’.”

Henry bent down, and long after he had his shoes on he remained hunched over, his eyes focused on the floor. When he straightened, his face was a brilliant red from the blood that had rushed to his head. But tiny flecks of light pinpointed his eyes as he said excitedly, “I’ve got it. I think I have the answer.” He rushed from the room.

Alec and the Black were still at the far end of the field when Henry reached the fence. He called, but the boy didn’t hear him. Henry turned away from the field at the creaking of the iron gate and saw Mr. Ramsay walking hurriedly up the driveway. It was obvious that Alec’s father had dressed as hastily as Henry, for his shirt was unbuttoned, his hair was uncombed and he wore slippers instead of shoes.

When Mr. Ramsay reached him, Henry saw the concern in the man’s eyes. “Alec’s all right,” he said assuredly.

“I suppose he is.” Mr. Ramsay’s gaze remained on Alec and the Black for some time before he turned to Henry. “He’s certainly not having any trouble with him,” he added. “But what do you think, Henry? How dangerous is the Black?”

Henry avoided Mr. Ramsay’s eyes. “You got to have respect for what any horse might do,” he said. “An’ Alec has plenty of respect for the Black.”

“I know that, Henry,” Mr. Ramsay paused. “Then you don’t think Alec will have any trouble with him?”

Henry turned to him. “There are some things you can’t explain,” he replied slowly. “The Black’s willingness to do what Alec wants him to do is one of ’em. Under normal circumstances I think Alec will always be able to control him.”

“ ‘Under normal circumstances,’ ” Mr. Ramsay repeated. “What do you mean by that, Henry?”

Nodding his head toward Alec and the Black, Henry said, “The two of ’em alone just like they are now.”

“But that’s the way it’s going to be,” Mr. Ramsay returned quickly.

“Not if people find out the Black’s here,” Henry said. “They’ll have Alec racin’ him before he knows it. All the kid is thinkin’ about now is to keep the Black for himself, but once the press start building up interest in a race between the Black and some of the other champs, especially Satan, he’ll race him just to find out for himself which is the fastest horse. It’s in him to find out one way or another, and if a race is more or less forced on him, he’ll go through with it.”

“And you don’t think the Black should race. Is that it, Henry?”

“I know he’d cause a lot of trouble on a track, what with all the excitement and other stallions around. An’ I doubt that his love for Alec would be strong enough to overcome his natural instinct to fight. I may be wrong … but I’d sooner not find out by watching it.”

“I suppose you’re right, Henry,” Mr. Ramsay said gravely. “But there’s a chance no one will know he’s here.”

“You can’t keep a horse like the Black where everyone can see him without somebody gettin’ wise,” Henry returned quickly. “But I got an idea, Mr. Ramsay. You know that farm upstate that Alec and I had in mind to buy when Satan was through racin’?”

Nodding, Mr. Ramsay said, “You two were going to start your own stud farm.”

“Well, now we don’t have to wait for Satan,” Henry said. “We got the Black. An’ I’m goin’ to suggest to Alec we buy that farm right now an’ take the Black there.”

“Henry! That’s a great idea!” Mr. Ramsay half-shouted. “We’ve got the money for it. He’ll do it. I’m sure he will.”

Together they turned to the field, and Henry was about to call Alec when he saw a tractor-trailer coming down the boulevard. He decided to wait until it had passed before attracting Alec’s attention. Suddenly there was a sharp, shattering retort from the truck as it backfired. The Black bolted. Alec lurched backward as the stallion’s swift move caught him unprepared. The boy’s hands reached behind him to find the Black’s quarters, then his right leg swung over the stallion and he slid off the Black, his feet landing lightly on the ground.

The Black slowed to a trot when he neared the fence and saw the two men standing on the other side. Snorting, he shook his head, then turned in Alec’s direction. For a few minutes he looked at the boy walking up the field, then he lowered his head to graze again.

When Alec neared them Henry said, “You weren’t ready for him. That’s the way you get hurt.”

Alec stopped beside the stallion, his hand upon him; then he went over to the fence. “I know,” he said. “It won’t happen again.”

“There’s too much noise around here for him, Alec,” his father said.

“Yeah,” Henry agreed quickly. “Not enough room, either. Why don’t you take him outa here?”

The boy turned from his father to Henry, his eyes puzzled. “Take him where?”

“Your father and I were just talkin’ about that farm we were goin’ to buy, where we could breed and raise our own colts. I’m ready to start right now, Alec. We got more than enough money with what Satan has won.”

“And I’m ready, too,” Mr. Ramsay added hastily. “That is … if you’ll hire me as your accountant.”

Bewildered, Alec turned from them to the Black, then back to Henry. “You mean with the Black?”

“Why not? We’ve got our stallion. We don’t have to wait for Satan.”

Alec’s face was brilliant with eagerness, but then his eyes clouded as he asked, “But what about you, Henry? You couldn’t come now … not with Satan racing.”

“No, I couldn’t,” Henry admitted. “But that’s not stoppin’ you from goin’ ahead and setting things up for us. Get the farm in working order an’ even start thinkin’ about the mares we oughta buy to breed to the Black. You’ll have plenty to do, Alec.”

“And I’ll help you,” his father said.

Henry saw the doubt in Alec’s eyes and he added hurriedly, “Meanwhile, I’ll be moving along with Satan this summer. My business is training horses, Alec. You belong at the other end of this partnership deal. You’ll be top man in raising our colts and fillies, teaching ’em to get along with people and”—Henry smiled—“making it easy for me like you did with Satan.”

“But it wouldn’t be the same without you around, Henry.”

“I’ll be around, Alec, an’ don’t you think I won’t be. I expect to set up a training track in that upper pasture an’ we can work the horses there.”

“If it could only be that way,” Alec said eagerly.

“No reason why it can’t. Not if we go at it the right way by buying the farm now, like I said, and working toward it.”

“But,” Alec asked, “if we do this, Henry, and I stay at the farm with the Black, who will ride Satan?”

“A lot of good jocks would give anything to be up on him. Lenny Sansone worked him all winter and spring, so I guess he’d be the one.” Henry paused. “But you could get away from the farm to ride him in his races just like you’ve been doin’, unless …”

“I want to make a clean break,” Alec finished for him. “Is that what you mean, Henry?”

The man nodded. “It’s up to you, Alec,” he said. “No reason why you can’t do both.”

The Black cropped the grass close beside Alec and the boy put his hand on him. “I’ll stay with him, Henry,” he said slowly. “I do belong at the other end.…”
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Four weeks later, Alec sat close to his bedroom radio, awaiting the results of the Arlington Handicap being raced in Chicago. Satan was running and any moment the race would be over and the results announcing the winner would come.

He turned to the open window through which he could see the Black grazing in shadows cast by the late afternoon sun. He was glad that he had made the swift, clean break from the track. He belonged with the Black, and now they’d be together always.

Yet this was not the end, but rather the beginning … the beginning of everything for both of them. No longer was he a jockey. He had become a breeder of horses. And for his stallion he had the Black, the fastest horse in the world! In two weeks’ time they’d be at the new farm. Hopeful Farm he had decided to call it, for they were going there with great hopes for the future. He would be the breeder and have charge of the raising and breaking of the colts; Henry would be the trainer, and Dad, the business manager.

Why shouldn’t they make a go of it? Weren’t Satan’s great triumphs on the track positive proof that the Black could pass on his speed to his get? And what better way could they spend Satan’s winnings than by investing the money in this farm, where other sons and daughters of the Black would be bred and raised? Even now, he could see the foals running close beside their mothers, timid and a little afraid; while in another pasture would stand the Black, watching them and knowing they were his.

None of them would ever take the Black’s place, no more than Satan had done. But they would have his blood, and they would go forth to the track, sounding the name of their great sire, to establish forever the stamina and speed of the Black.

Unable to sit still at the prospect of what lay ahead, Alec rose from his chair and went to the window. He stood there, watching the Black. Just a few more weeks to go, he told the stallion, then you’ll have acres and acres of pasture over which to run as far and as fast as you like. Just two more weeks!

His thoughts turned to Henry as he remembered how disappointed his friend had been when they learned that they couldn’t have possession of the farm until the middle of August. Henry had wanted to see the Black and Alec at the farm before he left with Satan for Chicago. But a few weeks’ delay wasn’t very long to wait for something they meant to share the rest of their lives. And that’s what Alec had told Henry before the trainer had taken his reluctant but necessary departure.

Alec turned quickly away from the window as the sports commentator said, “Adding another gem to an already brilliant crown, Satan slammed down the stretch to win the rich Arlington Handicap by ten lengths over Star Pilot in the new world’s record time of one minute fifty-eight seconds for the mile and a quarter!”

Alec let out a yell but cut it short as the commentator went on.

“The burly three-year-old champion clearly established his greatness by decisively beating older horses whom he had not met before today. Lenny Sansone, piloting Satan, displayed a sparkling bit of riding by getting his mount out of a tight pocket coming into the homestretch and bringing Satan on to pass Star Pilot, last year’s Kentucky Derby winner, in the run for the wire. Stepson, the West Coast champion, came in third, followed by …”

When the commentator had finished, Alec switched off the radio, turning again to the window. His eyes were bright as he said aloud, “One minute fifty-eight seconds for the mile and a quarter!” He shook his head in amazement. Never had he dreamed any horse, even the Black, was capable of running so fast!

In the field, the Black left his grazing to move quickly toward the barn. Alec watched his long, effortless strides. “I wonder,” he thought aloud, “if Satan could beat him, too?” He paused, his gaze following the stallion until he came to a stop at the barn fence. “No,” Alec said finally. “Satan couldn’t do it. No horse could.”

With his head craned high over the fence, the Black whistled. His call was echoed by a shrill neigh from the street, and Alec saw Napoleon coming along at a shuffling trot. Tony sat high in the wagon seat, the long reins held lightly in his big hands.

Alec called to him, and Tony waved back. The boy went downstairs and outside, where he ran across the street to open the iron gate for Tony.

The huckster’s black eyes were bright as he said, “See, Aleec, I no need to cluck to my Nappy when he sees the Black; then he just go like the wind all by himself!”

Napoleon went up the driveway, Alec running beside the wagon, which was now empty of its daily cargo of fresh fruits and vegetables. Tony was the last of his kind in Flushing.

“Satan just won that Chicago race, Tony!” Alec shouted. “And he set a new world record!”

Nodding his heavy head, Tony said, “So I am not one bit surprised, Aleec. I expect him to win all the time.”

When they reached the barn, Tony left his seat to unharness Napoleon while Alec went for a pail of water. The old gray moved about impatiently, and Tony said, “You stand-a still, Napoleon. You think you’re one young colt again!”

Alec returned, lifting the water pail to Napoleon’s muzzle. “But Satan beat older horses today, Tony … and they were the very best in the country!”

Shrugging his shoulders, Tony said, “Satan, he’s-a young horse and very strong. So why should he not beat older horses, Aleec? It’s-a youth that makes him win.” Tony’s hand swept down Napoleon’s neck as he added, “You take Nappy, for example. When he was-a young, he like to run all the time. But now maybe just once in a long time he feel like it. Or you take the Black.” They turned to the stallion, who was moving uneasily up and down alongside the fence. “He no have the speed he had few years ago, I bet. Satan could beat him now, too.”

“I don’t think so,” Alec replied quickly. “The Black is still young, Tony. He’s as fast as he ever was, and maybe even faster.”

“So you think, Aleec. But I no think so. It’s being young that gives the speed.” Tony turned from the Black and, slipping the halter on Napoleon, said, “Now I put him in the field.”

Alec went to the field gate and slipped through the rails. Coming to him, the Black nuzzled his shirt and Alec pressed his head close to the stallion. “Imagine anyone thinking you’re an old man at seven,” he said softly. “There’s no horse in the world who could keep up with you … even Satan. He did a mile and a quarter in one fifty-eight today, Black. But you could run faster than that, couldn’t you?”

The stallion’s head turned to Napoleon as Tony led the gray gelding toward the gate. Giving the Black a carrot, Alec took him a short distance down the field and held him until Tony had Napoleon in the field.

The old gray didn’t go to the Black but moved past him, going down the field at a slow gallop. For a moment the stallion watched Napoleon; then suddenly he snorted and bolted after the gray.

Alec helped Tony close the gate before turning once again to the horses. The Black was playfully circling Napoleon as the gray continued his slow gallop. But finally Napoleon came to a stop and lowered his head to graze. The Black halted, too, inquisitively watching him. He waited for a short time with only his eyes moving; then he was off again, charging back and forth before the gray. Napoleon went on with his grazing, seemingly unmindful of the Black’s furious action. But when the stallion lowered himself to the ground and rolled over on his back, Napoleon raised his head to watch; then he, too, carefully got down and pushed his back into the soft earth.

“Nappy no fear him,” Tony said proudly as they watched the thrashing legs.

“No reason why he should,” Alec returned. “The Black is his best friend and he knows it.” Pausing, the boy added, “If you want to go home, Tony, I’ll bring in Napoleon when it gets dark.”

“Okay, Aleec,” Tony said, moving away from the fence. “I think I go then. It’s-a been one hard day.”

Long after Tony had gone, Alec remained beside the fence, watching his horse. Until today he had felt confident that no horse in the world could match the Black’s speed. But Satan’s new world record for the mile and a quarter had changed things. Now he wasn’t sure. And he knew he wanted to be sure before he took the Black to the farm.

There was an easy way to find out, and Alec decided to try it … the next morning, at dawn, in the park.

Alec had his clock beneath his pillow, so when the alarm went off at four o’clock the following morning he alone heard its muffled ring. Hurriedly he reached for it and silenced the alarm. He lay there for a moment, listening to the incessant chant of the katydids in the field. But there was no sound of rain, and only this could have postponed his plans. Silently he got out of bed and pulled on his jeans and sweat shirt. He sat down to put on his socks and boots, all the while listening to the snoring of his parents, who slept in the next room. When he rose from the chair, he went quickly across the darkened room to the desk near the window; there he found his baseball cap and pulled it snugly about his head. Opening the top drawer of the desk, he removed a silver-cased stopwatch and wound it before carefully placing it in his pocket.

One minute fifty-eight seconds for the mile and a quarter. The Black was going out to beat Satan’s record!

With the watch ticking inside his pocket, Alec went down the stairs. He moved slowly, quietly, for he didn’t want anyone to know what he was about to do. It would take only a short while. There would be no traffic on the back streets at this hour, and the park would be empty. He knew exactly where he would go. The stretch of bridle path from the seventh tee of the park’s golf course to the towering elm tree opposite the ninth hole green was just a mile and a quarter. He and Henry had measured it accurately over a year ago, when they had jogged Satan there prior to his going to the track. But this morning the Black wouldn’t be jogging. He’d be going all out, running his very fastest! It would be over and done with in a very short time. They’d be back at the barn even before Tony and Napoleon left for the market.

Leaving the house, Alec ran across the street to the iron gate. He opened it wide and didn’t shut it behind him. Reaching the barn, he went inside without turning on the lights. The Black whinnied and Alec went to him, stroking the small head for a few minutes before going on to the tack room. He returned, carrying the light racing saddle and bridle.

Alec worked quickly in the darkness. The Black moved uneasily when the saddle pad, followed by the saddle, was put on his back. But he quieted at the touch of Alec’s hands and the sound of the boy’s voice. “You’re going light right now,” Alec said. “No feed until later.”

After Alec had the bridle on him, he led the Black from the barn. The stallion’s nostrils dilated and he snorted repeatedly as he moved beside Alec. The boy took him to the bench in front of the barn and mounted from there.

His knees pressed hard against the muscled withers, Alec took the Black down the driveway. And only for a fraction of a second did he hesitate before riding him through the gate and out onto the street.

Henry wouldn’t approve of what he was doing, he knew. For just before Henry had left he had cautioned him to do nothing that might arouse anyone’s suspicions that it was the Black which was stabled in the barn. But Henry wouldn’t know, neither would anyone else. This was something just between him and the Black.

After a few minutes Alec turned the stallion onto a narrow back street, where the shoulders were of dirt. And as the Black’s hoofs struck the earth in place of the hard pavement Alec let him go into a slow canter. He’d be at the park just at dawn … he’d be back at the barn soon after. There was nothing to worry about. The Black was ready for a fast workout, after having spent the last few weeks running about the field. It would do him a lot of good … Alec’s hand went to the watch within his pocket. “I’ll know,” he said aloud, “even if no one else does. And I want to know.”

The road led directly to the park, and within fifteen minutes after leaving the barn Alec and the Black were on the bridle path. The stallion was pulling now, but the boy was able to hold him to a slow gallop. He talked to him all the while, well knowing that no bit would hold the stallion once he took it in mind to run. He was not up on Satan, he reminded himself. He must remember he had no control over the stallion other than the Black’s willingness to obey him. The stallion was eager to go, his every movement showed it.

“Just a little while now,” Alec told him. “Just a few minutes more, then it’ll be all right.” Once he gave the Black his head, there would be no stopping him until he had run himself out.

The bridle path encircled the baseball diamond, and just on the other side was the golf course and the seventh tee. It was from there he’d start.

The gray light of dawn had come. He had figured everything just about right so far. The Black shook his head, his strides became longer. Alec rose high in his short stirrups, standing almost upright in them, his weight forward of the horse’s center of balance. He knew he wouldn’t be able to hold the stallion in check much longer. But they were almost at the start now, and he wouldn’t need to.

They had left the baseball diamond behind and were nearing the seventh tee. Far across the green fairway of the golf course Alec could see the tall elm tree that for them would be the finish of this race against time. The tree was directly opposite from where they were now, with the bridle path encircling the far edges of the fairway in the shape of a horseshoe. There was a long stretch ahead of them, a turn, then another stretch down past the tall elm.

Rising still higher in his stirrups, Alec worked hard to bring the Black under control. “No running start,” he said. “It’s got to be just as it would be in a race. Easy now, fella … wait a minute … slow … let’s walk now. That’s it. Nice and easy.”

They were just about opposite the seventh tee. Alec removed the stopwatch from his pocket, and his thumb was on the stem. A slight touch was all that was necessary to set the hands in motion.

“Steady,” Alec said softly. “Down to a stop now. We’re at the barrier. No moving forward. Stand still now, boy.” He knew this would be far different from riding the Black in the field, and his excitement was transmitted to the stallion. The Black’s ears pitched forward and didn’t move again; his eyes were fixed straight ahead. It was very evident he knew what was coming.

Momentarily his prancing stopped and he was still. Now Alec’s weight rested just off the saddle and only his knees gripped the stallion. Simultaneously he released the Black and pressed the stem of the stopwatch.

He was ready for the break. He had no doubt that the Black could get away from a standing start faster than Satan. He was expecting the swift surge forward, the great strides that would send the stallion into full gallop almost immediately.

But when it actually came he realized that even he had underestimated the speed of the Black’s break. It was like being hurled from the mouth of a giant catapult! And as he pressed his head close to the Black’s straining neck, his breath came short at the sheer, uncontrolled power unleashed beneath him!

The stallion raced down the bridle path, his hoofs sending the soft dirt flying behind him. Already he had leveled out and was running wild, with no thought of anything but to run as he had been born to run.

The wind tore at Alec’s face and blurred his eyes so he could not see. The reins were still clenched between his hands, but he knew they were of little use to him now. Nothing could stop the stallion. Not until he had run himself out would he respond to the reins. But it didn’t matter now. Nothing mattered except the watch ticking off the seconds until they reached the tall elm.

The Black bore down upon the turn, and as he swept into it, Alec’s hand touched his neck and the stallion moved close to the inside. Alec heard himself clucking to the stallion, urging him on to still greater speed as they passed the halfway mark. Once again the bridle path straightened and the homestretch was ahead of them!

Alec called to the stallion, but his words were lost in the wind created by the straining body. Tremendous strides brought them down to the elm tree with lightning swiftness. There was no need to urge the Black to run faster, for he was going all out. The tall elm tree was but a hundred yards ahead … then fifty, ten and five! Alec’s thumb pushed the stem of the watch as they swept past.

The race was over, but there was no slackening of the Black’s speed. After going another quarter of a mile, Alec drew back on the reins, but still there was no response from the stallion.

A park road now ran parallel to the bridle path, but Alec knew there were no intersections for three miles and the Black would have run himself out long before then.

The stallion ran another quarter-mile before there was any noticeable shortening of stride. Alec drew back on the reins again, and gradually the Black slowed. He had the stallion almost under control when he saw a car coming down the road. The Black leveled out again at sight of it, and it wasn’t until they had passed the car and left it far behind that Alec managed to bring him down to a slow gallop.

Alec’s hand moved down the lathered neck. “Take it easy now,” he said softly. “It’s over.” He settled back in the saddle as the stallion responded to his commands and went into a long, loping canter.

It was only then that Alec’s gaze dropped to the watch he held in the palm of his hand. Had he any doubt that the Black had beaten Satan’s record of one minute fifty-eight seconds?

“No,” he answered himself. “Certainly Satan never could have run faster than the Black has just gone. I have proof of it right here in my hand.”

His fingers unclenched to disclose the face of the watch. Alec looked at it with incredulous eyes.

One minute fifty-nine seconds! The Black’s time was one whole second behind the record Satan had set yesterday!

He drew the watch closer to his eyes. He couldn’t believe what the hands told him. Satan couldn’t have run faster! No horse could!

But Satan had. The proof of it was here … right here in his hand.

The Black slowed to an uneasy crabstep, his head moving to the left, then to the right. Alec’s hand went up and down his neck, but even as he stroked the stallion he frantically sought excuses for the Black’s failure to break Satan’s record.

Perhaps something was wrong with the watch.

No, it couldn’t be that, he decided. He’d had it at the jeweler’s for cleaning less than a month ago. It was accurate.

Then it was the bridle path. It was much too soft. It wasn’t meant for speed. Satan had had a lightning-fast track … good and firm, the way he liked it.

Yes, there was no doubt but that the Black could have made faster time on a track. But he had to remember that the Black had had no other horses with which to contend, while Satan had. Satan had been pocketed coming into the homestretch. The radio commentator had mentioned Lenny Sansone’s getting him out of it. Satan might have lowered the record still more except for that.

“Satan is in excellent condition,” Alec said aloud, “while the Black hasn’t been near a track. He’s not in shape.”

But he knew that he had realized this all along. He had expected the Black to beat Satan’s record in spite of it. Now, he knew he had been wrong. In order to beat Satan, the Black would have to be properly conditioned. And, even then, it would be close … so very close.

But such a race would never take place. Hadn’t he decided not to race the Black again? He was going to take him away to the farm.

But would it be the same now, knowing that perhaps Satan could beat the Black?

The stallion’s shrill whistle aroused Alec from his thoughts. It was getting late, and he should be on his way back to the barn. Turning the Black, he saw the car coming toward them; it could be the same one they had passed a few minutes ago. Alec’s face tightened as he watched it come to a stop and made out the word POLICE lettered on its side.

The door of the car opened and a policeman got out, calling him. Alec slid down from his saddle and stepped in front of the Black. He saw the summons book in the officer’s hand and bit his lower lip. The stallion moved about uneasily and Alec took a few more steps in front of him as he awaited the policeman.

“And what jockey do you think you might be?” the police officer asked sarcastically when he had reached Alec.

The boy was silent.

The policeman turned back the cover of his summons book. “It’s against the law to gallop a horse in a public park,” he said. “You know that?”

“I didn’t know,” Alec said. “Really, officer, I …”

“You know now. Your name?”

Alec hesitated, then said, “Alexander Ramsay.”

“Alexander Ramsay,” the policeman repeated. “Sounds familiar. Did I ever book you before?”

“No … never before.”

The policeman turned back to his summons book. “Address?”

Alec gave it to him, then said, “But it’s so early, officer. No one is around. I couldn’t have hurt anyone.”

“Not the point,” the police officer said curtly. “No exceptions.” Handing Alec the summons, he turned to the Black. “This your horse?”

Alec nodded, moving the stallion away as the policeman stepped closer.

“What’s wrong with him?”

“Nothing’s wrong with him,” Alec said. But his grip on the bridle tightened when he saw the brightness of the stallion’s eyes. “If that’s all, I’ll be going now,” he added quickly.

But the policeman had taken another stride closer, and his hand was outstretched toward the horse when the Black struck out savagely with his forefoot. The blow fell far short of its mark, but the policeman jumped back quickly, his face livid with anger.

“He tried to kick me,” he yelled, still retreating. “You get him out of this park, and keep him out. He’s a vicious animal and if I catch him around here again, I’ll do more than give you a summons to appear in court!” Turning, he walked away hurriedly.

After the police car had gone, Alec led the Black along the bridle path until the fire had left the stallion’s eyes. He took another look at the summons before shoving it angrily in his pocket and remounting the Black. If he appeared in court the following day, there would most likely be reporters around, and they would be more familiar with his name than the cop had been. Using Alexander, instead of Alec, wouldn’t fool them, and the subsequent publicity could well lead to public knowledge that the Black was once again in the United States.

He had let Henry down, and he didn’t even have the satisfaction of knowing the Black could beat Satan. He was confused, worried and angry with himself. But he realized there was no backtracking now. He would have to do everything possible to keep the Black’s identity from the press.
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Early the following afternoon, Alec walked from his home to the courthouse in downtown Flushing. He stopped before the building and his hand found the summons deep within his pocket. He didn’t have to look at it again to know where to go. His offense of galloping a horse in a public park was classified by the Police Department as a traffic violation, and he was ordered to appear before the Traffic Court at two o’clock. It was two now.

Without moving forward, he watched the people hurrying into the building, some of them already holding their summonses in hand. Alec felt for the wallet in his hind pocket. He had twenty-five dollars there, and he knew that it would be more than enough to pay the fine. He should be getting inside now; no use putting it off any longer. If Dad had been along, it would have made things easier. But he had decided not to tell his father what had happened. He had assumed full responsibility when he had taken the Black to the park, and now he had to go through with it … alone. If he wasn’t recognized, he’d pay the fine and no one would be the wiser.

But what if he was recognized? What would he do? What could he do? Alec walked toward the steps. He didn’t know. There was no sense in thinking about it now. He would have to wait and see.

He followed the crowd inside the building. They were all going to the same room as he. They went up a flight of stairs, the well-worn wooden steps creaking beneath their combined weight. A policeman stood at the head of the stairs, directing them down the corridor. Alec followed the others into a large room where a dark-cloaked judge was presiding on the bench. The court was already in session, and Alec took a seat in the back of the room.

A police sergeant stood in front of the judge’s bench, calling off the names of traffic violators; one at a time they went forward, pleading guilty or not guilty to the court’s charge. If they admitted their guilt, they went to the cashier and paid their fine. If they believed themselves innocent, they pleaded not guilty and retired to one side of the courtroom, where later the judge would hear their defense.

While Alec waited for his name to be called, he looked around the crowded courtroom and wondered if among these people were any reporters from the newspapers. He knew that most editors assigned reporters to cover the city courts, hoping to pick up stories. One could be here now, but whether or not a court reporter would recognize his name was up to chance. Alec sat on a chair near the aisle; he was prepared to go to the bench promptly to avoid having his name called more than once by the sergeant.

He waited fifteen more minutes, listening to people plead guilty to speeding, overtime parking and going through red lights; then, suddenly, the police sergeant called, “Alexander Ramsay!”

It seemed to Alec that the sergeant’s voice had risen to its highest pitch and that the room was much quieter than it had been since his arrival. He jumped up from his chair, tripped on a leg, caught himself, then hurried down the aisle. Reaching the sergeant, he looked up at him, his face white. Behind and above the sergeant he saw the judge.

“… charged with galloping a horse in a public park. Guilty or not guilty?” the sergeant asked.

“Guilty,” Alec said, but his voice was little more than a whisper.

“Guilty or not guilty?” the sergeant repeated.

“Guilty!” Alec shouted, and his voice thundered throughout the room.

The judge and sergeant were smiling as Alec walked to the cashier’s desk.

He stood in line, very conscious of the many eyes upon him.

“You sure made no bones about it,” the man in front of him said.

“About what?” Alec asked, moistening his lips.

“About your being guilty,” the man replied, grinning. “You rocked the room like you meant it.”

“I did?”

“You sure did.” The man moved forward to pay his fine.

His hands trembling, Alec reached for his wallet. If only he could get out of here now. If he could just pay his fine and run. It seemed an hour before the man in front paid his fine and was gone. Now the cashier, too, was smiling as Alec faced him.

“That’ll be fifteen dollars,” the cashier said.

Alec gave the money to the man and turned away hurriedly. With downcast eyes he moved toward the door. He slipped outside into the corridor, walking faster. He had reached the stairway and his hand was on the rail when a voice behind said, “Just a second, son.”

He didn’t stop or look around until he felt a hand grasp his arm. A slight man in a gray suit stood there.

“I’m from the News,” he said. “You’re Alec Ramsay, the jockey, aren’t you?”

Alec jerked his arm from the man’s grasp and continued down the stairs. But the man was beside him.

“Take it easy, Alec,” he said. “All I want to know is why you’ve given up the track for riding hacks in a public park.”

Alec reached the bottom of the stairs with the reporter still beside him. “Why weren’t you up on Satan in Chicago? Henry Dailey told the press you weren’t feeling well. How does that account for your galloping a horse in a public park at dawn?”

When Alec reached the door he burst into a run, and as he went outside and down the front steps of the building he heard the man shout, “I’ll be seeing you, Alec.”

Still running, Alec went down Flushing’s Main Street. He weaved in and out among the people on the crowded sidewalk, unaware of their startled calls as he swept by, narrowly missing them.

He knew what the reporter would do. He’d call his city desk and acquaint his editor with what had happened in the Flushing courthouse. His editor would in all probability send his sports reporter to follow up on the story. And, somehow, editors of other newspapers and press services would hear of it. They’d all come to Flushing … to the barn. They’d pin him down, and he’d have to answer their questions. He wouldn’t be able to run away as he’d done from the police reporter.

He’d tell them he’d given up the track … that he wouldn’t be riding Satan anymore. That was the story they’d be after. But he wouldn’t tell them it was the Black he had ridden in the park. They had no idea as to the identity of the horse he had ridden, and he wasn’t going to help them find out!

Twenty minutes later Alec turned down his block, and his running strides lengthened as the barn came into view. He passed his house, going directly to the iron gate. As he pulled it open, he knew what he was going to do, and he didn’t have any time to lose. The reporters would be here within an hour, maybe less.

The Black neighed shrilly as he opened the barn door, but for once Alec passed him by. He ran to the end of the barn, stopping before the bales of straw piled high against the wall. Taking one bale, he carried it to the door of the tack room and set it down on the floor. He went inside the room, removing the old chest and the chairs. When he had the room clear, he carried the bale of straw inside and with a pitchfork spread it about the floor. He went back for another bale and spread this, too, until the bedding was high. Then he got a bale of hay and placed it in a far corner of the room.

It was only then that he went to the Black’s stall. The stallion came to him. “I’m going to move you for a while,” Alec said, “… just for a little while.”

Taking the Black by the halter, he led him from the stall. They went down the barn toward the tack room, the stallion’s eyes shifting curiously. The Black stopped before the door, refusing to go inside. Patiently Alec waited, talking to him all the while.

“I know you’d like to go out in the field,” Alec said anxiously. “But you’ll have to wait until later … maybe tonight.”

The stallion snorted, his eyes large and wondering.

Alec moved in front of him and stood inside the room. “Come on, fellow,” he said. “You’ll like it in here … there’s plenty of room, much more than in your old stall.”

Abruptly the stallion moved, following Alec inside the tack room. The boy let go of his halter and stood in the doorway while the Black moved curiously about the room, the heavy straw silencing the sound of his restless hoofs.

Alec remained there until the Black found the hay in the corner and began to eat; then he left the room, closing the door behind him. There was still much to be done. Alec ran the length of the barn and went outside. He returned almost immediately, pushing a wheelbarrow to the Black’s empty stall. Working hurriedly, he piled it high with the straw the stallion had used for bedding and wheeled it out to the manure pile in back of the barn. It took two more trips before the stall was clean of straw; then Alec removed the water pail from the corner of the stall and set it outside.

There was no evidence now that the stall had been occupied only a few minutes ago. From all appearances, there was only one stall being used in the barn and that, he would tell the reporters, was used by Napoleon.

Alec listened for any sound of the Black in the tack room. But the barn was still, and he knew that only a nicker or snort from the Black would give his presence away. Alec’s plan was to keep the reporters away from the barn, except for a quick look, if they insisted, to see that only one stall was being used. The reporters, he figured, would be more interested in questioning him about his retirement from the track, and he would be able to keep them outside.

Alec glanced at his wristwatch. It was four o’clock. He could expect them anytime now. But he was about ready for them; there were just a couple more things to do.

Filling the water pail, Alec took it to the tack room and hung it on a peg near where the Black was eating; then he got some feed, just to make sure the stallion would have enough to eat to keep him occupied for the next hour or so.

As he stood beside the Black, he heard the creaking of the iron gate. Quickly he turned away from the stallion and left the tack room, this time snapping the padlock on the door and placing the key in his pocket.

He was hurrying to the barn door when he heard the sound of hoofs on the gravel driveway … hoofs and the turning wheels of Tony’s cart. The tenseness left his body as he realized it wasn’t the reporters after all.

“Allo, Aleec,” Tony called when he saw the boy standing in the doorway. “Why you no put your Black in the field today?”

Alec waited until Tony had laboriously descended from the cart seat before going to him. “I need your help, Tony,” he said anxiously. “I’m in a jam.”

Tony’s bright eyes turned quickly to him. “You need my help? I give it to you. But what for you in this-a jam?”

“I took the Black to the park yesterday morning,” Alec explained. “A cop saw us and I was given a ticket for galloping in a public park. This afternoon I went to court and a reporter there recognized me. I got away from him, but I’m sure others will be here very soon. I don’t want them to know it was the Black I rode.”

Tony’s gaze turned from Alec to the barn. “But if these men come like you say, how you hide such a big horse, Aleec?”

“I have him in the tack room,” Alec said. “I don’t think they’ll look around the barn much. They’ll be more interested in questioning me.”

“But what you want for me to do, Aleec?”

Alec went to Napoleon. “I’d like to put Napoleon in the field and have you stay with me until they come. When they ask me what horse I was riding in the park, I’ll tell them it was Napoleon. You can back me up.”

Tony shook his head. “You think they believe you?”

“Why not?” Alec asked. “All they know is that I was given a summons for galloping. It could have been Napoleon as well as any other horse.”

Shrugging his shoulders, Tony helped Alec unharness the gray. “Maybe it will work, Aleec. Maybe.”

They had put Napoleon in the field and were closing the gate when they saw a car come to a stop before the iron fence.

“Here they are,” Alec said, his gaze quickly returning to Tony.

“What we do now, Aleec?”

“Nothing. Just stay here. Let them come to us. We’ll try to keep them away from the barn.”

Tony turned again to the road. “There’s-a two more cars stopping behind the first,” he said.

Their eyes remained on Napoleon as the gate creaked open and the sound of many footsteps came toward them. They didn’t turn to the newcomers until one said, “Hi, Alec.”

There were six of them, and Alec recognized every one of them from interviews he’d had at the track. They were sports reporters sent by their editors to follow up the lead that the police reporter had uncovered. And now they leaned casually upon the fence, watching Napoleon as though it were their custom to drop in daily on Alec Ramsay.

But finally one of them asked, “Who’s the horse, Alec?”

“That’s Napoleon. Tony’s horse,” Alec said quietly. His eyes remained on the old gray as Napoleon plodded heavily across the field to better pasture. He waited for the reporters to ask him about his appearance in court, but the minutes went by without any one of them showing the slightest interest. The sound of footsteps on the driveway came again, and they all turned simultaneously.

A tall, heavy-bodied man came toward them, and Alec recognized Jim Neville, the foremost racing columnist in the country. Jim Neville had been Alec’s friend for a long while. It was he who had been responsible for getting the Black into his first and only race in America.

Jim waved to Alec, then leaned on the fence with the others. “How’ve you been, Alec?” he asked.

“All right,” the boy said quietly.

The reporter next to him said, “We figured you were sick. Out in Chicago, Henry Dailey said you weren’t feeling well. That’s why Lenny Sansone was up on Satan.”

“I—I haven’t been feeling too good,” Alec said quickly.

“He’s-a been taking it very easy,” Tony added helpfully.

“But you’ve been doing some riding in the park to keep in trim. Is that it, Alec?” another reporter asked.

“That’s it,” Alec said.

“It makes a good story … you being top jockey, I mean, and then being picked up for racing in a public park,” the reporter added.

“We weren’t racing,” Alec corrected him. “Just galloping a little.”

“Who were you up on?” another asked.

Without hesitation, Alec said, “Napoleon there.”

They all looked at the old gray for several minutes before one of them broke the silence by asking, “He gallops?”

“Sure,” Alec said with feigned lightness.

“He’s-a one fast horse,” Tony added angrily. “Maybe he no look it, but Nappy he’s-a fast all right.”

“Sure, I believe you,” the reporter said. “You can’t go by looks. I know that for sure.”

Jim Neville left the fence, walking a little to the rear of the reporters. “I haven’t been around here in a long while, Alec,” he remarked casually.

The others turned away from Napoleon to look about them; as one, their heads turned in the direction of the barn.

“How much room do you have in there, Alec?” one asked.

“Two stalls,” Alec said. “But Napoleon has the place to himself.”

“Mind if we take a look inside?”

“No … not at all.”

The group walked toward the barn with Alec leading the way.

“It’s funny the way cops can get mixed up,” someone said. “We got hold of the cop who gave you the summons and he said you were up on a black horse … a big black, he said.”

Alec’s lips tightened, and it was Tony who said, “He’s-a color blinded all right. Nappy is no black.”

“He certainly isn’t,” the reporter agreed.

“But the cop said,” another added casually, “that he’d never seen a horse run as fast as this one had gone.”

“Nappy he’s-a fast horse like I tell you,” Tony said, laughing. “Maybe I race him one of these days. Maybe I do.”

Alec said nothing. Now he realized that he had forgotten completely that the reporters could have interviewed the cop before coming here. They were looking for a bigger story than his retirement from racing. And that’s why they wanted to go into the barn. From what the cop had told them they knew it couldn’t have been Napoleon he had ridden in the park. Even now, they might suspect it was the Black! For what other horse could have kept him from riding Satan in Chicago? They knew he hadn’t been sick at all. He had been silly to think he could keep the Black’s identity from them. He had made the critical mistake of taking the Black to the park. Now he had to pay for it.

Alec stepped inside the barn, followed by the reporters. Jim Neville stayed at his side, but the others went directly to the stall the Black had occupied. They took one look at the clean-swept floor and then went on to Napoleon’s stall. After that their gazes swept about the barn.

No sound came from the tack room, but any second the stallion could utter a snort that would betray his presence. Alec felt Jim Neville’s hand upon his arm, but he didn’t turn to him. The reporters had filed their way to the tack room, and already one of them was fingering the lock. Tony was with them, and Alec heard him say, “There’s nothing in there; only harness for Nappy. We go outside now, yes?”

But the reporters weren’t leaving. They had found what they sought; their gazes turned to Alec as one of them jiggled the lock. It was then that the stallion neighed.

“It’s the Black, isn’t it, Alec?” Jim Neville asked quietly.

Wearily Alec nodded.

“We all guessed it was, for the cop described him pretty well. Besides, we figured no other horse could have kept you off Satan in Chicago.”

Now the reporters were asking for the key to the room. They wanted to see the Black to make sure it was he before writing their stories.

Alec walked toward the door, the key in his hand. It mattered little what happened now, for within a few hours the world would know that the Black was once again in the United States. The reporters were asking him many questions and he replied quickly and in as few words as possible. He told them that the Black belonged to him, that Abu Ishak was dead and had bequeathed the stallion to him. He wasn’t going to race the Black. He and Henry had bought a farm. They were taking the Black there within two weeks.

And when he had answered all their questions, he inserted the key in the lock, knowing that they would go as soon as they had seen the stallion. He wanted them to go, to leave him alone with his horse.

The reporters stepped back when he opened the door. The Black was standing there, his eyes large and shifting. Alec held him by the halter while the reporters took one look at the giant stallion and then hurriedly left the barn.

Only Jim Neville remained when Alec led the stallion from the tack room. Tony walked beside the boy but said nothing.

“I’m going to put him in the field, Tony.”

Outside, the huckster ran ahead to open the gate. Napoleon looked up from his grazing and neighed at sight of the Black.

Alec released the stallion, and the Black burst into full gallop, passing Napoleon, who turned and trotted ponderously after him.

“I’m sorry, Aleec,” Tony said.

“I was crazy to think I could keep it from them,” Alec returned bitterly. “It’s all my fault, Tony … no one else’s.”

“What happens now, Aleec?”

“I don’t know, Tony. I really don’t.”
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Tony shifted uneasily, for he didn’t know whether or not Alec wanted him to stay around. The boy looked intently at the stallion, following his every move; yet Tony noticed that his eyes were sad. Finally the huckster glanced at Jim Neville, who now sat on the bench outside the barn.

“Why he not go like the others?” Tony asked angrily. “What more he want?”

Without turning from the field, Alec said bitterly, “He’s a columnist, Tony. He’s after the human-interest angle. The others take care of the straight news story, but Jim wants more than that. He wants to know how I feel and why.

“… He wants to dig.”

“I give it to him then,” Tony said furiously. “I make him go quick!” Tony moved away from the fence, but Alec stopped him.

“I didn’t mean it the way it sounded,” Alec said. “It’s his job, and he’s a good friend. I can’t run away anymore. Tomorrow, when the stories break, we’ll have plenty of visitors.”

With Tony beside him, Alec walked toward the barn.

“You want me to stay, Aleec?”

“No, Tony. I’ll get along with Jim all right. If you want to go home, I’ll take care of Napoleon for you.”

Tony left Alec at the barn, and the boy went to the bench, sitting down beside Jim Neville.

“He looks good, Alec,” Jim said, his eyes on the Black. “He hasn’t changed a bit. How does he go?”

“The same,” Alec replied, his gaze, too, on the stallion. “Exactly the same.”

“He might be just a little bit heavier.”

“Maybe,” Alec said. “But he could take that off.”

“Yes, I suppose he could,” Jim returned. “He was a fast one, Alec.”

“He still is.”

“Moves nicely, does he?”

“Perfectly.”

Jim Neville was silent for a few moments, then he said, “He’ll get some good colts for you, Alec. Satan is proof of that. I guess you’ll be doing all right.”

Alec nodded. “I hope so, Jim. We’re going to buy the best mares we can get.”

“Fine! Where’s the farm, Alec?”

“Upstate … a hundred miles or so.”

“Cyclone and Sun Raider have been retired to stud, too. But I guess you know that,” Jim added quickly.

“Yes, I do.”

“Remember how the Black whipped them both in the Chicago match race, Alec? Only four years ago, but it seems more like forty. You and Henry sure have come a long way since then.”

“But we couldn’t have done it without your help, Jim,” Alec said gratefully.

The columnist laughed. “I wouldn’t say that, Alec. All I did was to let the public know what you and Henry had to race; the people saw to it that the Black got in the match race. Too bad that was the only time they ever saw him race, though,” he added thoughtfully. “I guess everyone who loves horses regretted that. A pity. A great pity.”

Removing his hat, Jim placed it on the bench beside him, then turned to the field. “Look at him go, Alec,” he said, nodding at the stallion, who had left Napoleon and was galloping down the field. “He certainly has Satan’s action. Or, rather,” he corrected himself, “Satan has his.” He paused and without turning to the boy asked, “You’ve been up on them both, Alec. What do you think?”

“I don’t get you, Jim.”

“Which is the faster?”

“I couldn’t tell you that,” Alec said, rising. “I don’t know.” The Black was coming up the field and Alec started toward the gate, followed closely by Jim Neville.

“The Black could have been at his peak as a three-year-old,” Jim suggested cagily.

“I don’t think so,” Alec replied, going to the fence, where the Black stood awaiting him. He placed his hand on the stallion’s nose and stroked him until the Black snorted at Jim Neville and moved away.

The newspaperman leaned on the wooden rails with Alec. “I don’t suppose you’ve even considered racing him again?” he asked. “Before you retire him, I mean.”

“No.”

“Maybe you should,” Jim suggested. The boy turned to him, but Jim Neville kept his gaze on the stallion and continued, “You’ll be getting a lot of pressure to race him, you know. Once the stories break tomorrow, there won’t be anyone in the country who won’t remember what the Black did in his one and only race here. They’ll want to see him run again. You’ll not have much peace, Alec.”

“I’m not racing him, Jim,” Alec said determinedly. “And I’ll take him away from here as soon as I can.”

For a few minutes Jim Neville was quiet, and his large frame leaned heavily against the rails. “You know,” he said, changing the subject, “I thought I’d never see a horse run as fast as the Black. But I have,” he added.

“You mean Satan?” Alec asked.

Nodding, Jim Neville said, “His one fifty-eight at Chicago was something to see. When he opened away in the upper stretch, I knew that this was the horse of all time.”

“You don’t think the Black could do better than one fifty-eight?”

“No, do you?” Jim Neville turned from the stallion to look at Alec.

“Yes, I do think so.”

“Why don’t you race him then, Alec?” Jim’s words came fast; he was taking advantage of Alec’s pride in the speed of the Black. “I’d like to see it.… So would everyone else.” He paused. “Don’t you think you owe it to racing?”

Alec didn’t reply.

“I remember the time you wanted nothing more than to race the Black. It wasn’t so long ago,” Jim reminded Alec.

“It was different then.”

“Why?” Jim Neville asked insistently. “Is it because you now have Satan racing?”

“No, Jim,” Alec said quickly. “It’s rather because I have raced Satan. I know what it means to lose your horse to the public. I’m not going to lose the Black to anyone. He’s mine and I intend to keep it that way.”

“But you haven’t lost Satan,” Jim said.

“It’s hard to explain what I mean, Jim. I want to have my horse for myself. I want to take care of him. I want him to be mine and no one else’s. Perhaps you’ll call it selfishness, and I guess it is. But that’s the way I feel. You can’t make a pet of a champion racer, as Henry has often told me … and as I’ve found out for myself. You’re bound to lose him to the public, no matter how hard you try. I don’t want to lose the Black as I did Satan.”

“So that’s why you’re retiring him to stud?”

Alec nodded. “That and because I want to have a lot of colts around, Jim … his colts. I want that kind of a life.”

“Sure, I know,” Jim said in a softer tone. “But can’t you see your way clear to race him just once more before his retirement? I really think you should consider it for a number of reasons … and I say this as a friend and not a newspaperman looking for a story.”

Alec turned to look searchingly at Jim Neville’s large, ruddy face. “But what good would it do to race him just once more, Jim?”

“A lot of good, Alec. First of all, it would satisfy the craving of a lot of people who would like to see him race again … and others, too, who have just heard of the Black and never quite believed there was anything like him. You make it plain to all that this is his last race before retirement and everyone will be resigned to it and be grateful for their last chance to see the Black run. Human nature works that way, Alec. Whether the Black won or lost, you’d be the winner. They’d leave you alone.”

“You still think Satan could beat him, Jim?”

“I do, Alec.”

The boy turned to the field while Jim Neville went on, “You should also consider the fact that if you’re going to make breeding horses your livelihood, you’ll probably be breeding mares other than your own to the Black. Racing him once more will give all racehorse owners a chance to see him in action, and when the time comes that you want to breed outside mares to the Black, you’ll be able to command a good price for his services. You have to think of things like that, Alec, if it means your bread and butter and staying in the business you love. Whether you like to think of it or not,” he added quietly.

The stallion came up the field toward them, and Alec slipped through the rails to go to meet him. He ran his hands down the long neck, lifting the heavy mane to scratch beneath it. He stayed there for many minutes before finally going back to Jim Neville.

“I don’t believe Satan or any horse in the world could match strides with him,” he said.

Jim smiled. “You mean you’ll race him, Alec?”

Alec shook his head. “No, Jim. I’m going to take him away, just as I’d planned.”

Shrugging his broad shoulders, Jim said, “He’s your horse, Alec, to do with as you like.” He paused before adding, “But there’s something else you should know about before I leave. It might make things a little more difficult for you, so it’s only right that you should be prepared for it.” The columnist removed a folded sheet of paper from his coat pocket. “I have here a list of the horses entered in the International Cup race. I managed to get the list before any other sports-writer … but they’ll all have it tomorrow.”

Jim Neville unfolded the paper before continuing. “You know, Alec, there won’t be another race to equal this one. It’s been more than a year in the making. The Association sent invitations to the owners of the world’s fastest racers many months ago. This is a list of those horses whose owners accepted the invitations, and they’ll all be in the United States next month.”

“I know about the race,” Alec said impatiently. “Satan was invited to run in it. Henry sent in his entry right after the Belmont.”

“Yes,” Jim Neville said without taking his eyes from the list, “his name is here all right. Like to know what his competition will be?”

“Sure.”

“Well, there’s Phar Fly, the Australian wonder horse; and Cavaliere, who won the Italian Derby in May; from India they’re sending Kashmir, who won the Epsom Derby in England last year; and this year’s Epsom Derby winner is coming here, too—that’s Sea King, a British-bred colt, who is as highly thought of in England as Satan is here; then from France comes Avenger, who has won both the Irish and French Derbies this year; and from Argentina we’ll have El Dorado, who has whipped just about everything in South America; then there’s …”

“But what has this race to do with the Black, Jim?” Alec interrupted.

“A lot,” Jim Neville said, lifting his eyes from the paper to meet those of the boy. “His name is here, too. He was entered by his owner, Abu Ishak of Arabia, six months ago.”

The blood drained from Alec’s face, and he stood before Jim Neville, dazed and silent.

“Abu Ishak had planned to race the Black in the International, Alec. In all probability he was going to ask you to ride him.”

Alec said nothing, and after a long while he turned to the field.

“If you remember,” Jim Neville went on, “Abu Ishak promised to bring the Black over here to race. It looks as if he had intended to keep his promise.” The columnist paused before adding, “When this list is released tomorrow simultaneously with your story, the public will just expect you to keep the Black in the International. They’ll figure you owe it to them.”

Alec found his voice. “Not to them,” he said quietly, “but to Abu.” Meeting Jim Neville’s gaze, he asked, “Abu wanted it that way, didn’t he? He wanted to race the Black in the International Cup. He was going to keep his promise to race the Black here. I should have known he would.”

“Since Abu Ishak had entered the Black in the race,” Jim Neville said, “I’m sure that the Association will consider the Black as his entry and allow you to ride him even though he belongs to you now.”

“Yes,” Alec said slowly, “I suppose they would.”

“Then you’ll race him?”

“What else can I do, Jim? Abu wanted him to race in the International … so that’s the way it’s going to be regardless of how I feel about it. It’s the least I can do … for him.”
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Early in the afternoon of the following day Alec sat in his bedroom before an open window. Outside, the scene was far different from the tranquil one that had met his gaze until this day. For along the fence and far across the sidewalk and into the street were gathered hundreds of people waiting to see the Black.

Since early morning they had come, and Alec had been escorting two persons at a time into the barn. Now, while he took a rest, his father stood beside the locked gate, explaining to the crowd that the Black was too excited to be put in the field for all to see and that they would have to wait for Alec to take them into the barn.

The newspapers which were responsible for it all were strewn about the room, and the sports page headlines read: “THE BLACK FOUND IN FLUSHING—Famous Sire of Satan Owned by Alec Ramsay” … “THE BLACK RETURNS TO U.S.—Abu Ishak Bequeaths Stallion to Alec Ramsay.” And there were others, all telling the world that he now owned the Black.

It was only Jim Neville who had the exclusive story of what lay ahead of them, and Alec turned to his column.

“Those of us,” Jim wrote, “who saw the Black defeat Sun Raider and Cyclone four years ago at Chicago will never forget the tremendous speed of this giant stallion. With the years that have passed since that day, his spectacular victory has become to some a myth. So it is well that we shall all have the opportunity to see him race again. The Black is to start in the International Cup race to be held at the new racing plant just outside of Saratoga, New York, on the twenty-eighth of August.

“The Black will run as an entry from the Abu Ishak stable, for the Arab chieftain had entered him in the race. Alec Ramsay will, of course, ride him. It will be the Black’s only race, for Alec Ramsay will retire him to stud immediately afterward. Whether or not the great stallion still retains the speed he had as a three-year-old remains to be seen. His competition will be the world’s fastest horses, including his colt, Satan; Phar Fly, Australia; Avenger, France; Cavaliere, Italy; Sea King, England; El Dorado, Argentina; Kashmir, India …”

There was more, but Alec put the paper down to pick up the telegram that he had received earlier from Henry.

“Am at airport,” Henry had wired from Chicago. “Don’t do anything until I get there.”

But he had done something. He had agreed to race the Black in the International. He wondered if Henry had read Jim Neville’s column before sending the telegram. He doubted it but knew Henry would have read it before he arrived at the barn.

Certainly Henry would understand! He was doing it for Abu Ishak. It was what Abu had wanted, and the Black would be in the International had the Sheikh lived. It was the least he could do for Abu, as he had told himself over and over again.

Alec went downstairs to find his mother in the living room. She was reading a newspaper but let it fall to her lap when Alec appeared.

“Jim Neville says here that you’re going to race the Black, Alec,” she said, and her voice and face were heavy with concern although she tried hard to conceal her emotions.

“Just once more, Mom.”

“But do you think that …” She stopped, well knowing that Alec understood what she meant to say.

He went to her and, bending, kissed her. “That it’ll be all right?” he asked for her. “Sure it will.”

“But the farm? You were going there with your father in a few days.”

“We’ll go right after the race,” he said. “I’ve got to go through with it, Mom. You understand, don’t you … as Dad does?”

“For Abu Ishak, you mean, Alec.” She paused, smiling a little. “Yes, I guess I do.” She turned to her paper again, and Alec left the room, not knowing she put the paper down again to watch him as he crossed the street.

The people pressed close to Alec as he went to his father at the gate.

“Just two at a time,” Mr. Ramsay was saying. “Sorry, but we can’t do any better than that.” Opening the gate for Alec, he said, “These two ladies are next, Alec.”

Two women pushed through the gate with Alec, and he escorted them up the driveway. They were middle-aged, tall and lean.

“We live on the next block,” one of them said, “so we’re neighbors, Alec.”

“It’s perfectly thrilling to have a famous horse practically in our own back yard,” said the other. “You must be so proud to have all these people here just to look at your horse,” she added.

“Yes, ma’am,” Alec replied. As he opened the barn door, he added, “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to stay in the doorway. He’s not used to visitors.”

“All we want is a little peek,” one said.

“Just to say we saw him,” the other added.

The Black pushed his head over the stall door, whinnying at sight of Alec. Going to him, the boy rubbed him between the eyes and fed him a carrot.

“My, but he has a small head,” one of the ladies called. “You’d never think it belonged to the rest of him.”

A few minutes later Alec took the women back to the gate, where his father was waiting with the next two visitors. He knew that this would go on as long as the Black remained in Flushing.

It was several hours later when Alec saw Henry pushing his way through the crowd. His father had gone to the house for a rest, and the gate was locked and unattended. Reaching the gate, Henry put his hands on the bar and peered through.

“Alec!” he shouted. “Let me in!”

Alec moved his two visitors faster along the driveway until they reached the gate, which he opened for Henry. Henry slipped inside and shut and locked the gate behind him.

“No more visitors today!” the trainer called to the crowd, and his voice had an authoritative ring in it that the people didn’t challenge. Taking Alec by the arm, he moved him quickly up the driveway. “This been going on all day?” he asked.

“Since eight o’clock,” Alec said.

“How is he?”

“All right. No one got close to him.”

They went into the barn, and Alec was on his way to the stallion when he heard Henry ask, “What’s this story Jim Neville’s got about your racing the Black in the International?”

Turning to Henry, Alec saw the concern so evident in his face. “Abu had entered the Black in the race,” he said.

“I know that,” Henry returned curtly. “I read the column. But did you actually tell Neville you’d go through with it?”

“Yes, I did, Henry. I felt I had to do it for Abu. He wanted it that way.”

“What a guy wants and what he can actually have are two different things,” Henry said quickly. “I don’t care how much Abu wanted to see the Black in the International, he couldn’t have raced that horse. How many times do I have to tell you, Alec, that the Black wasn’t meant to set foot on a track with other stallions? Don’t you believe me?”

Alec didn’t reply, so Henry went on, “You’re thinkin’ that maybe you can handle him in spite of everything … the other stallions, the crowd, everything that goes along with a big race. Is that it?”

“I—I guess so, Henry.”

“Maybe you can, Alec.” Henry’s voice was softer now. “And then again, maybe you can’t. I wouldn’t like to watch you find out.”

“But I did it in Chicago,” Alec said quietly.

“You didn’t, Alec,” Henry corrected. “You had no control over him once he got on that track. He fought you, and you know that as well as I do. It was only by the grace of God that you weren’t hurt and no one else was either. And he hasn’t changed a bit since then … maybe he’s worse for all we know. He’s wild and uncontrollable under those conditions, Alec.”

“Then you don’t want me to race him in the International,” Alec said.

“He’s your horse. I’m just advising you not to do it. For your good as well as for the others in the race … and for the Black, too. Only harm could come of it.” Henry paused. “He has all the natural speed in the world, Alec. But, as I’ve told you many times, his instinct is to fight other stallions, not race ’em. And what about the farm, Alec? What about all your talk?”

“But I do want the farm, Henry. I want to take the Black there more than anything else in the world. But don’t you see,” he pleaded, “I know now that Abu meant to race him in the International … that he made a promise he intended to keep. I feel it’s my job to keep his promise for him.” Alec paused. “And Jim Neville said, too, that I owed it to the sport … that it wouldn’t be right to let the people down.”

“Sure, he said that,” Henry returned. “And maybe he’s right. But they don’t know the Black as well as we do. He could raise havoc on the track, and that wouldn’t do the sport any good either. There are some mighty valuable horses in the International, Alec, an’ I wouldn’t want to be responsible for any damage done.”

“And I wouldn’t either, Henry,” Alec said. “But maybe he won’t act up at all. Maybe he’ll do everything I ask of him.” Alec’s face became eager and excited as he added, “And if he runs, Henry, he’ll show everyone that there’s not another horse in the world like him!”

Henry closely scrutinized Alec’s face. “So that’s it, too. You think he can beat Satan as well as the others.”

“I do, Henry. I really do.”

“And it’s in you to find out, just as I thought it was.”

“What do you think, Henry? Could Satan beat him?” The Black pushed his muzzle toward Alec’s pocket, seeking a carrot.

“It’s not fair to ask me that, Alec,” Henry said, after a long silence. “You know how I feel about Satan.”

“You mean you’re closer to him than to the Black.”

“Guess you can call it that. I’ve done something with Satan. He has the Black’s speed and he’ll turn it off an’ on for anyone on his back. It’s a combination hard to beat … for any horse,” he added, turning to the stallion.

“Henry,” Alec began slowly, “let’s take the Black to the International track for training. If between now and the day of the race he gives me any trouble, you just say the word, and we’ll withdraw him.”

“You’ll let me decide then, Alec? You promise that if I think he’s going to create a lot of trouble you won’t race him? Is that our agreement?”

“That’s it, Henry. Whatever you say goes.”

“Okay, Alec,” Henry said, extending his hand, which the boy clasped. “We’ll do it. We’ll take him to the track tomorrow and start working him. None of the other horses will be there yet, and Satan won’t be shipped from Chicago until next week. So we’ll have the place to ourselves for a while, which is good. I’ll stick with you all along, but remember our agreement. If I say he’s out of the race, he’s out.”

Nodding, Alec turned to his horse. “You’re going to the races, Black. You’re going to have one last crack at all of them … and you’ll give them something to remember you by, long after you’re at the farm.”

The stallion neighed, and Alec flung his arms around the sleek neck.
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It was dark the next morning when the van went down the driveway, with Henry driving and Alec beside him. In the back was the Black, his legs well bandaged to prevent injury during the long trip ahead. He was halter-tied close to the small open window of the driver’s cab, and Alec was able to reach through it and touch his horse.

Long before it became light they had driven through New York City’s empty streets; and they were well on their way to Albany when the first streaks of dawn creased the sky.

“How much longer, Henry?” Alec asked.

“We won’t be there till around noon,” Henry replied, without taking his eyes from the road. “No hurry. Have to take it slow with him.”

“I know. I was just wondering when we’d be there.” Reaching through the window, Alec fed the Black a carrot, then once more settled back in the corner of his seat.

After a long while Henry said, “The International track is about forty-five miles north of Albany. It’s a new one, y’know. They’ve only just finished it.”

“How come they’re holding the Cup race there, Henry? Why not at Belmont or one of the other tracks close to a big city?”

“Because the International was their idea. And what better send-off could you give a new track than to sponsor such a race? I guess the track’s board of directors figured it that way. And the International Cup race is just before their first regular meeting, so the people coming to the International will most likely stay on for the meeting.” Henry switched off the van’s headlights, for now it was light enough to see the road.

It was ten o’clock when they drove through Albany’s heavy traffic and found their way out of the city, continuing to the north. Henry glanced at his watch. “Around noon we’ll be there,” he said, “like I told you.”

The countryside became slightly rolling, and after a little while they were able to see the towering peaks of the Adirondack Mountains far in the distance. Alec settled back comfortably in his seat. “This is the way I like it,” he said.

Henry glanced at him, then turned back to the road.

“I mean, just the three of us again,” Alec explained. “The way it was when no one knew about us.”

Nodding, Henry said, “I know, Alec. There’s no thrill like bringing a horse along like we did the Black … and Satan, too … then springing him in a big race without anyone’s knowin’ what we had.” Pausing, Henry looked at Alec again. “But once you do that, y’got to go along with the crowd.”

The Black had his muzzle in the window and Alec rubbed it, saying, “Anyway, I’m glad we’re going to have a week alone. You said it’d be about a week, didn’t you, Henry?”

“It should be, Alec. I learned that Phar Fly, the Australian horse, arrived in California yesterday, but they’re not flying him east until next week. El Dorado, the South American champ, is already on his way, too; he’ll be one of the first to arrive. The European horses and Kashmir, who was in England, are coming together; they’ll arrive late next week, if they stick to the schedule released. And, as I told you, I’m having Satan shipped here early in the week.”

“I wonder if they’ll know each other.”

“Who?”

“The Black and Satan.”

Henry smiled. “No. They’ve forgotten all about each other. Satan was only a few months old when they were separated.”

Alec turned to the Black. “Anyway, it’s going to be interesting to watch them together.”

“Yeah,” Henry muttered. “Mighty interesting.”

During the next hour they drove through many small towns and penetrated ever deeper into the Adirondack foothills.

“Just a few miles now,” Henry said.

Alec was fingering his stopwatch, pressing the stem and following the second hand as it swept around the face. Finally he looked up at Henry. “Do you have your stopwatch with you?”

Henry’s hand went to his pocket and he removed the watch, which he gave to Alec. The boy pressed both stems simultaneously.

“Think your watch is off?” Henry asked.

“I don’t know. I just thought I’d check it.”

When the hands of Henry’s watch came to two minutes, Alec stopped both watches. He found the hands of his watch registering exactly two minutes also.

“What made you think it was off?” Henry asked, without turning to the boy.

“I just wanted to make sure it was right,” Alec replied evasively.

Henry was silent for a few minutes; then he said thoughtfully, “You never did say why you took the Black to the park that morning the cop picked you up.”

“You never asked me, Henry.”

“Well?”

“I wanted him to stretch out.”

Henry turned to the watches Alec held in his hand. “For any particular reason?” he asked.

For a minute Alec was undecided whether or not to tell Henry; then he said, “He did it in one fifty-nine, Henry.”

Henry kept his eyes on the road as he said, “From the seventh tee to the elm tree?”

“A mile and a quarter, isn’t it, Henry?”

“It’s that, all right. We measured it together.”

“The bridle path is pretty soft and deep,” Alec said quietly.

“Yeah, I know.”

“And it was the first time in a long while he’s stretched out.”

“I realize that, too, Alec.”

“What are you thinking?”

“It’s going to be mighty close, if the Black races.”

“With Satan?” Alec asked.

“Mighty close,” Henry repeated. And that was all he said.

They were silent after that, each alone with his thoughts. Finally they saw the great grandstand and buildings of the International track.

The stallion struck his hoof soundly against the side of the van, and Alec turned to him. “Just a few more minutes now,” he said.

They drove along the high fence for a few miles before coming to the barn entrance of the track. Henry turned into it and drove the van up the tree-lined road that wound its way toward the stables. Some workmen landscaping the grounds stopped to watch them as they drove by. A short distance farther on was a white wooden-framed building, and Henry brought the van to a stop before it.

“Must be the offices,” he told Alec. “I’ll find out which stalls we’re in.”

After Henry had left, Alec turned to kneel upon the seat and press his cheek against the Black as the stallion pushed his muzzle through the window. Alec felt the stallion’s quivering lips and said, “We’re here, Black. You’re going to take it easy, aren’t you? You won’t give me any trouble as Henry thinks you will.”

Alec was still talking to the Black when Henry reappeared and climbed into his seat. “Stalls Nine and Ten in Row C,” he said.

As the van started forward Alec settled back in his seat again. They passed the long stands and went toward the many rows of sheds a half-mile away.

“We’re the first here, just as I thought we’d be,” Henry said.

Now, with the great stands behind them, they were able to see the track, and Alec looked at it for a long time before turning to the green infield with the lake in the center, over which glided a small group of white swans.

Bordering the track at the far turn were the sheds, and as they neared them Henry asked, “What row was it?”

“C,” Alec told him. “Stalls Nine and Ten.”

They passed rows A and B and turned down C.

“I guess they’re figuring on putting all the horses running in the International in this row,” Henry said.

Stalls 9 and 10 were only a short distance down the row, and Henry stopped the van before them. First out of the cab, Alec went to the bales of straw piled high beside the stall door. “Which stall will we put him in, Henry?”

“Either one,” Henry called back. “We’ll use the other for bunking down in until Satan gets here. But let’s get the tack out first,” he added.

They opened the back door of the van, pulling out the ramp. Whinnying, the Black moved his hindquarters uneasily and tried to turn his head toward them, but the rope held him close. Going into the van, Alec spoke to him and went to the tack trunk, which he pushed toward the door. Henry took hold of it, carrying it into Stall 9. Alec followed him, carrying the pitchforks, and went to the bales of straw. He took one and spread the straw about the stall. When he had finished, Henry had the pails and feedbags off the van.

“I guess we’re about ready for him now,” Henry said.

Carrying a lead shank, Alec went into the van. “Whoa, boy,” he said, walking to the side of the Black; and his hand ran over the stallion’s body. He fed the Black a piece of carrot before untying the ropes and snapping the lead shank onto his halter. Slowly he turned the stallion and led him to the ramp.

The Black pricked his ears far forward as he looked out of the van, and he hesitated at the ramp while Alec stepped upon it. “There’s nothing here to bother you,” the boy said, breaking off another piece of carrot and giving it to the Black.

The stallion stepped onto the ramp, then stopped again while Alec waited, talking to him all the while. Curiously the Black moved his head about, his eyes constantly shifting.

“No, it’s not home,” Alec said. “We’re a long way from there.” His hand moved down the long neck as he talked. He gave the Black another piece of carrot, making him reach for it. The Black moved forward again until his hindlegs came to the ramp; he stopped once more and Alec waited. Finally Alec moved farther down the ramp, holding out another carrot for the stallion. The Black reached for it, and as Alec moved away, the stallion let himself go, his hindquarters firmly gathered beneath him as he followed the boy down.

When the Black reached the ground, Alec gave him the carrot, then waited again while the stallion turned to the left, then to the right, looking at everything there was to see.

Henry came up, carrying a pail of water. The Black turned to him, his lips quivering; then he pushed his muzzle into the pail.

Alec said, “I’ll walk him up and down the row a bit, Henry. It’ll get him loosened up and used to the place at the same time.”

Nodding, Henry watched Alec lead the stallion down the row toward the road. He saw the Black shy away from a power motor that a workman had left running near one of the stalls. But Alec moved with him, then brought him to a stop. A minute later he was leading the stallion to the mower, letting him sniff it to find out it was nothing to fear or fight.

Henry went into the van to get the two folded cots they were to use as their beds; then he removed the blankets from the trunk and hung them over a line to air.

Alec was bringing the stallion up the row when Henry turned to them again. The Black saw the blankets waving in the breeze and came to a stop, snorting. His eyes never left the blankets as he pawed the earth with his forefoot.

“Only a couple of blankets,” Alec said softly. He waited a few minutes, then moved the Black toward them. The stallion snorted repeatedly and his lips curled, but he moved quickly beside Alec. Stopping just before the blankets, Alec let the stallion go to them. The Black sniffed them and then after a few minutes turned away.

“Everything is strange to him now,” Alec told Henry. “But he’ll get used to it.” He paused. “I’ll walk him to the track now and let him take a good look at it.”

Henry joined Alec as the boy led the stallion up the long row. When they reached the end, they were near the far turn of the track, and the homestretch going past the grandstand stretched before them.

“It’s a nice, clean racing plant,” Henry said. “The track looks mighty good.”

“Shall we walk around it, Henry?”

“If you want. It’s a good idea to know what we’ll be running over.”

“Shall we take him with us?”

Henry turned to the stallion, standing quietly beside Alec. “I guess it’ll be all right.”

“The sooner he gets used to it the better,” Alec said.

They left the row and went to the gate leading onto the track. “Keep a good hold of him now,” Henry said as they walked through the gate. “Let’s get over near the rail.”

With his neck highly arched, the Black stepped lightly beside Alec, sometimes moving a few strides ahead of him and pulling a little. His head and eyes were in constant motion, turning to the empty stands on his right and to the green grass of the infield on his left.

“He’d like to go a little,” Alec said as they went along.

“This walk oughta take some of it out of him,” Henry replied, his eyes on the track. “Can you keep him down?”

“Sure. But he’d still like to go.”

They moved slowly about the great oval, Henry’s eyes leaving the track footing only to look at the Black.

“He wasn’t any trouble at all,” Alec said when they arrived back at the gate. “It’s just as though he knows what this is all about.”

“He seems all right now, Alec,” Henry agreed. “But it’s still too early to tell much.”

“Would it be all right if I got up on him?” Alec asked eagerly.

“Y’mean now … without a bridle or saddle?”

“It doesn’t make any difference to him.”

“Or to you?” Henry asked.

“No bit can hold him when he wants to run. I can do as well without one.”

Henry was silent for a while, then he said, “Go ahead, Alec, if you think it’ll do him any good. You know him better than I do. But keep him to a slow gallop, if you can.”

Alec moved to the side of the Black, raising his knee for Henry to boost him onto the stallion’s back. A quick heave by Henry and he was up, and the Black displayed no uneasiness.

His knees pressed firmly against the stallion, Alec leaned forward to unsnap the lead shank from the halter. “I won’t need this,” he told Henry, tossing it to him.

The trainer stepped back as the Black crabstepped, then went into a trot. Going to the outside rail, Henry leaned upon it, his eyes never once leaving Alec and the Black. He saw the boy’s hands slip a little farther down the stallion’s neck as he leaned forward. Obediently the Black moved closer to the inside rail and went into his long, loping canter as they passed the stands. Henry knew that the stallion was obeying Alec’s every command; just now the boy had full control over him.

The stallion swept around the first turn, his strides gradually lengthening, his head carried high with ears pricked. But there was no wildness to his gait, no evidence of the fiery energy that Henry knew burned within him.

“Maybe Alec will be able to do it,” he said. “Maybe he will.”

They moved into the backstretch with Alec lost from Henry’s sight, for the boy was low beside the Black’s neck and covered by the long, flowing mane. The stallion’s strides were long and effortless, yet every once in a while, for no apparent reason Henry could see, he would strike out playfully without breaking stride. His head would turn very often, too, to look to the left, then to the right, of him.

“They could be out for a joy ride,” Henry muttered. “Yet he’s really moving, and without even tryin’.” His hand went to the stopwatch within his pocket. “If Alec has that much control over him when the others get here, there’ll never be a race to equal it.”

They came around the far turn, and as they passed Henry, Alec waved to him. The stallion went down the stretch with his tail flowing behind him like a black cloak. Going into the first turn again, Henry saw the Black start to level out, and he knew Alec was letting him go.

There was no turning of head or striking of forefoot as the Black came off the turn. He was really moving now and his action was beautiful and breathtaking to see. Henry pressed the stem of his stopwatch when the Black passed the three-quarter pole. He pushed it again when the stallion swept by the quarter pole, then looked at his watch.

“Forty-five seconds flat for the half-mile!” he said aloud.

With thunderous, racing hoofs, the Black passed Henry once more, and this time Alec didn’t wave to him. Henry saw that Alec was trying to bring the stallion to a stop.

When they went into the first turn the Black’s strides were slowing, and by the time they had entered the backstretch again Alec had him down to a slow gallop, then to a trot.

Henry looked at his watch to make sure of the time in which he had caught the Black. He knew that Satan couldn’t run a faster half-mile than the Black had just gone. He turned back to the stallion as Alec brought him slowly around the turn.

He’s got the old speed all right, Henry thought. But I knew that. The question is, will he run or fight? And no one is going to answer that until the others get here. No one … not even Alec.


THE BLACK MEETS
SATAN
11

As the remainder of the week passed and Henry watched Alec take the Black through his daily gallops, he found himself thinking more and more about the possibility of the Black’s actually running in the big race. Alec’s control of the great stallion was impressive to watch, and the boy’s enthusiasm and confidence were transmitted to Henry. It was only when the trainer was alone that he angrily reminded himself it was much too early for optimism … that the Black’s willingness to do what Alec asked of him meant nothing until the Black caught the wind of other stallions. So it was that Henry looked forward anxiously … yet with a feeling of dread, too … to the day the others would arrive.

It came a day earlier than Henry had expected. He and Alec were driving back from town, where they had gone for their evening meal, when they saw the van ahead of them.

“Could it be Satan, Henry?” Alec asked anxiously.

“No. He’s coming in tomorrow morning. Has to be one of the others. El Dorado is my guess.”

“The South American horse?”

Nodding, Henry followed the van through the barn entrance gate and pulled up beside it when it came to a stop before the barn office. “Who y’got?” he asked the van driver.

“El Dorado,” the man replied.

Henry drove on. “Well, it’s the beginning,” he told Alec. “Things will change pretty fast around here from now on.”

“You mean because we won’t have the place to ourselves any longer?”

“Yeah, mostly that,” Henry mumbled.

They were back at the stall only a short time when the van turned down the row, coming to a stop just below them and on the opposite side. Suddenly the Black’s shrill whistle shattered the air, and Alec and Henry turned to him.

He had his head stretched far over the door. His ears were pricked, almost touching at the tips, while his eyes were large and had a startled look. He whistled again and his forefoot struck heavily against the door.

“Shall I close the top of the door, Henry?”

“No, there’s no sense in shutting him up. We’ve got to see what he’ll do from now on. We’ve got to be sure, if we’re going to race him.”

Two men were taking El Dorado off the van. He was a light golden chestnut of medium height. He walked quietly alongside his handlers and his movements were frictionless.

“Supple as a cat, that one,” Henry said. “And a lot of power to go along with it.”

“But his racing records don’t come anywhere near those of Satan,” Alec said.

“No,” Henry admitted, “nor of the others, either. We’ll have to keep an eye on him … but no need to worry too much about him. It’ll be Phar Fly and the European horses that’ll give us the most trouble.”

El Dorado stopped in his tracks when the Black whistled again. Snorting, he turned his golden head in the direction of the Black. He snorted again, then moved about uneasily; his handler led him down the row while the other man got his stall ready.

Alec went to the Black, but the stallion had eyes only for the chestnut. Alec stayed with his horse while Henry went to join the man walking El Dorado.

Repeatedly the Black struck his door. Alec offered him a carrot, but the stallion ignored it. Turning to El Dorado, Alec saw that the chestnut was becoming excited by the Black’s frequent challenging whistles; the man at his head kept him far down the row while Henry walked beside him.

A short while later El Dorado was led into his stall and Henry returned. “They’re a little worried about their horse,” he told Alec.

“You mean because of the Black?”

“No, not that. He wasn’t feeling well a couple of days ago and ran a pretty high fever.”

“But he’s all right now, isn’t he? He looks it, anyway.”

“Yeah, they think so. No fever, and he’s eating well. But they’re going to keep a close watch on him.”

With the coming of night the Black continued to remain at the door, watching for a glimpse of El Dorado and repeating his shrill, piercing blasts.

“I thought he’d get over seeing him by now,” Alec said while he and Henry sat on the bench outside the stall.

“Sometimes they never get over it,” Henry answered quietly.

“But the Black will. I’m sure he will.”

Shrugging his shoulders, Henry said, “Maybe, Alec. An’ maybe not. But we’ll know before long.”

“Is Lenny Sansone coming with Satan?” Alec asked, intentionally changing the subject.

“Yeah, I thought it best if he worked him right along, Alec. I figured the Black wouldn’t like to see you up on Satan even during the works.”

“I guess you’re right, Henry.”

Long after they had gone to bed, Alec heard the Black’s pounding against the door and the constant shifting of his feet as he moved uneasily about his stall.

Tomorrow there would be even more to occupy the stallion’s mind, Alec knew. For tomorrow Satan would arrive. And after him would come Phar Fly, Cavaliere, Sea King, Avenger and Kashmir. Yes, as Henry had said, things were going to change pretty fast around there from now on.

The next morning Henry took the van to meet the plane bringing Satan while Alec stayed behind to take care of the Black. He was grooming the stallion when one of the men who handled El Dorado appeared at the stall door.

“I wonder if you could loan us one of your pails?” the man asked. “El Dorado banged up ours yesterday.”

“Sure,” Alec said, leaving the stall.

The man followed him. “We’re getting a couple more, so I’ll return this to you by afternoon,” he said when Alec gave him the pail. “That’s some looking horse you have there,” he added. “Heard a lot about him. Is he everything they say he is?”

“I think so,” Alec said.

The Black had his head over the stall door and once more screamed at El Dorado, even though the chestnut wasn’t in sight.

“Is he like that always?” the man asked.

“No,” Alec replied.

“Give you any trouble?”

“No.”

After the man had gone Alec finished grooming the Black, then turned to the adjacent stall, where the cots were. He was about to remove them to get the stall ready for Satan when he stopped to look thoughtfully at the Black. Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a good idea to put Satan next to the Black. And there was no reason why they couldn’t use Stall 8 for Satan; then their sleeping quarters would be between the two horses. It might be better that way until they saw how things worked out between Satan and the Black. Alec felt certain that Henry could fix things up at the office for the use of the extra stall.

He went to Stall 8 and bedded it down well for Satan; then, having some free time, he went across the row to get his first close look at El Dorado.

The man who had borrowed the pail was grooming the chestnut. He looked up when Alec appeared at the stall door.

“How is he?” Alec asked. “Henry told me that you were a little worried about him.”

“He’s all right now. Although your black horse has made him more nervous than I like to see him.” He paused, turning to Alec. “You’re sure you can handle that horse? I’ve seen fighting stallions before and he certainly seems to be one.”

“I can handle him,” Alec said.

“One like that can bring out the worst in any stallion,” the man said, still unconvinced.

Alec was about to reply when he heard the van coming down the row. Leaving the stall, he saw Henry, accompanied by Lenny Sansone and Fred, the groom who took care of Satan. He waved to them as the van rolled by and came to a stop near their stalls.

Lenny Sansone, short and stocky and in his middle thirties, was the first off the van. He came toward Alec, a large grin on his wizened face, his hand outstretched. “It’s good seeing you again, Alec.”

“Good seeing you, too, Len,” Alec replied, clasping the other’s hand. “You’ve been really riding Satan,” he added.

“I just sit there and let him go. You know him,” Lenny said.

Henry and Fred were at the back of the van when Alec went to them. “How’d he ship, Fred?” he asked of the groom.

“Fine, Alec. Just fine,” Fred grinned. “He takes to travelin’ just like everything else. There’s no more horse anywhere.”

The back door of the van came down, and Satan neighed shrilly. Then the Black screamed, and his whistle was more piercing than Alec had ever heard it. He turned to him and saw that the stallion’s eyes were bright with fury. Lenny Sansone, who was standing close to the Black’s stall, called, “He’s apt to tear this door down, Alec!”

Alec went to the Black, but the stallion’s eyes never left the van, for Satan stood at the ramp.

“Stay with him, Alec!” Henry shouted. He and Fred had Satan by the halter; the burly colt uttered a shrill scream and his ears swept back, flat and heavy against his head.

“He’s never acted that way since I’ve known him,” Lenny said. “It must be the Black.”

The Black struck his foot hard against the door again, almost shattering the wood.

“Another blow like that and you won’t have any door,” Lenny warned.

Without fully realizing what he was doing, Alec pushed the Black’s head back, then quickly opening the door he went inside. “Bolt it again, Lenny!” he called.

The stallion came back to the door, his eyes blazing, while Alec stood beside him. “Easy, Black. Easy,” he pleaded. But the giant body continued to tremble in fury as Alec ran his hand over him. Alec stayed near the small, glaring head, desperately trying to keep the stallion from stepping too close to the door.

Henry was taking Satan down the ramp, but seeing Alec inside the stall he called angrily, “Get out of there, Alec!”

But the boy didn’t hear him, for he was moving with the Black as the stallion turned furiously about the stall. He didn’t think the Black would kick him, but he wasn’t sure under these circumstances; so he kept close to the stallion’s head, his hand resting lightly on the halter. Always he talked to his horse, coaxing, urging, guiding. But it seemed the Black didn’t even know him now. Nothing but fury and hate absorbed the stallion.

The Black moved quickly toward the door again, carrying Alec with him. He struck high with his foreleg, bringing it down over the door. Outside Satan was rearing, and his face, too, was fearful to see.

Lenny Sansone had hold of the upper half of the stall door. “Get out, Alec! I’ll shut it!” he shouted.

Knowing that he was afraid, Alec tightened his grip on the halter. If he left now, he knew he’d forever be afraid of the Black. Anything would be better than that. His heart pounding, he stepped in front of the stallion, trying to force him back from the door. His weight threw the stallion off balance and the Black pulled his foreleg off the door.

“Shut the top!” Alec shouted to Lenny.

“Not until you get out!”

“Shut it!” Alec shouted again, and when the door remained open for the Black to see what was going on outside, Alec pulled it shut himself.

The only light came through a small, high window to the rear of the stall. And within the light Alec moved with the Black, always talking to him, always touching him. The stallion screamed his piercing challenge repeatedly. For a while he was answered by Satan’s whistle; then it was quiet outside and Alec knew that Henry and the others had moved Satan away from the Black’s stall.

Gradually the stallion’s actions became less furious. For a time he stood still and was responsive to Alec’s voice and hands. But then he was on the move again, turning restlessly about the stall, stopping only to paw at the straw with his forefoot.

It was only after a long while that the fire left his eyes and he turned to Alec. He shoved his nose hard against the boy’s chest, then nuzzled his pockets for carrots.

Removing one, Alec fed it to him. “You didn’t want it before,” he said, “you didn’t want anything but to fight. It can’t work out that way, Black … not for you or for me. Neither of us belongs here if it’s going to be that way. Maybe I’ve been wrong all along.… Maybe we shouldn’t be here at all.”

And as Alec remained with his horse he thought of how much he had looked forward to the day when the Black would meet his colt. He’d even thought they would recognize each other for what they were, father and son. But it hadn’t worked out that way at all. There was no love between them. They were two giant stallions, both eager and willing to fight. No, it wasn’t the same as he’d thought it would be at all. And now Alec wondered what he would do … and, more important, what Henry would do, for it was he who would decide whether or not the Black would race in the International.

Later Alec left the stall, closing the top door. He walked up the row to the end stall, where Henry stood alone, leaning on the door, watching Satan.

The black colt drew away from Henry when Alec joined the trainer. “How is he?” the boy asked anxiously, reaching out to touch Satan. But the colt moved farther back into his stall.

“He’s calming down now,” Henry said quietly. “He’ll be all right.”

Taking a carrot from his pocket, Alec held it out to Satan. The big colt took a step closer, his heavy head extended; but then he came to a stop again and his nostrils quivered.

“He probably smells the Black on you,” Henry said. Alec was withdrawing his hand when Henry added, “Keep it there. He’ll come over.”

A few minutes later Satan took the carrot from Alec’s hand and moved to the door while the boy and trainer patted him.

“I’m sorry it had to happen this way,” Alec said.

“I’m sorry, too,” Henry returned.

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know, Alec. Just now I don’t think it’s going to work out … as I said it wouldn’t.”

“Maybe the Black will get used to the others … within a few days, I mean.”

“Maybe,” Henry repeated.

“Then we’ll keep him here and see?” Alec asked anxiously.

The trainer shifted uneasily on his feet. “I don’t know, Alec … really, I don’t. It might be better for everyone if we took him away now. Things might not get better an’ they could get worse.”

“But maybe …” Alec began.

“I’d like to see him race as much as you would,” Henry interrupted. “More now than before we came here.” Pausing, he added, “But you saw what he did to Satan, and he could do the same to the others. The Black brings out the instinctive savageness and hatred in every stallion to fight his kind. Up to now, these horses know but one thing an’ that’s to race as they’ve been trained to do. Racing is something the Black hardly knows anything about.… Fighting is what he knows best.”

“Then what do you think we should do, Henry?”

“Let’s wait a week for the others to get here. Let’s make sure I’m right before we take him away. He just might come around, Alec, the way you think he will.… He just might.”

Turning down the row to the Black’s stall, Alec knew he wasn’t really so sure that his stallion would come around. No, not at all. And perhaps both he and Henry were making a mistake in keeping the Black here for another week.

As Henry had said, things could get worse, much worse.
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The following week saw the arrival of all the horses entered in the International Cup race. Phar Fly, the Australian champion—a robust blood bay stallion with glossy black mane, tail and stockings—was the first to arrive; then came the European horses. Sea King, from England, was a gray, small in height but long-bodied. Cavaliere, from Italy, was a rich brown stallion with four white stockings, standing seventeen hands in height. His entire physique signified power. Avenger, from France, was a round, chunky little dark bay horse, dainty to the point of femininity, his action effortless and birdlike. The last to arrive at the track was Kashmir, from India, a sorrel with white face and feet; sixteen hands strong he stood, alert and confident, high-spirited and fractious.

And with their arrival came the owners, trainers, exercise boys, grooms and reporters. No longer was the row quiet, belonging only to Alec and Henry, for now from morning until night horses and people filed up and down the row.

The top of the Black’s stall door was left open for only a few hours each day. And during that time Alec and Henry would stand close by, watching him, ready for anything he might do.

“He’s got to get used to seeing them around,” Henry had said earlier in the week. “A few hours a day will be enough until we think he’s ready to be with the others.”

But the Black’s hatred of the other stallions did not lessen with each passing day. His shrill challenging whistles were screamed constantly, even from behind closed doors.

A week before the big race, Alec stood beside Henry at the track rail, watching Lenny Sansone work Satan. Working out with the burly colt were Cavaliere and Avenger.

Satan was moving fast, coming down the backstretch, and Henry had his watch on him. The black colt swept thunderously into the turn, moving close to the rail. Leveled out, with his ears flat against his head, Satan came off the turn and passed them.

The light of a trainer’s joy and pride in the part he had played in molding such a horse shone in Henry’s keen gaze as he watched Satan. He pressed the stem of his watch and glanced at it. “He’s ready. They’ll have to really go to beat him,” he said, making no attempt to keep his enthusiasm from Alec.

“What’d he do it in?”

“Forty-five.”

“The Black went that,” Alec reminded Henry.

“I know,” Henry said. “But what good is his speed? What good is it, when we’ve got to gallop him nights and keep him penned up during the day?”

Cavaliere passed and they watched the big brown stallion who had won the Italian Derby as his rider let him out going down the stretch.

“His action is a lot like Satan’s,” Alec remarked.

“Yeah,” Henry said, “but there’s the one you want to watch, Alec.” He was pointing to Avenger as the small champion from France moved down the backstretch. “Round and dainty,” Henry added, “but he sure can go. Look at that action, Alec.… That’s what won him his big races!”

Avenger moved with long strides that belied his smallness. He glided over the track, scarcely seeming to touch it with his flying feet.

“He has the coordination of a machine,” Henry said enthusiastically. “And he won’t make any wrong moves, Alec. I’ll have to tell Lenny to watch him; he’s the kind of a horse who could slip by you without your even knowin’ it.”

Alec turned to his friend. “Henry, what are we going to do about the Black? We just can’t go on like this. We’ve got to make up our minds. It’s not fair to him.”

“What do you think we should do, Alec?” Henry returned.

“I don’t know. Sometimes I think he’s just making a lot of noise … that he wouldn’t fight at all if we took him out with the others. This is all so new to him that it’s only natural he should be excited.”

“I’ve been thinking along those lines, too, Alec. But we could both be wrong,” Henry added.

“Or we could be right,” Alec argued.

“Yes, I suppose we could.”

“He was coming along well until the others got here.”

“That’s just it, Alec … until the others got here, and they’re still here. He’s not making it easy for them, either.”

“I know,” Alec said. “But maybe if we gave him a chance he’d get it out of his system. He needs to work with the others.” The boy paused and added: “We’d know then, Henry. We could take him away if we were absolutely sure he wasn’t going to come around. I’d feel all right about withdrawing him from the race, knowing we’d done all we could.”

“You mean, if we did that, you’d feel that we’d done everything Abu Ishak could have done had he lived?”

“Yes, Henry, I would.”

Lenny Sansone was bringing in Satan, and they turned toward him.

“That enough for him, Henry?” Lenny called.

Nodding, Henry turned back to Alec. “Let’s get him, then,” he said quietly.

“The Black? You mean it, Henry?” Alec asked anxiously.

“Sure. It’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” the trainer replied, moving off toward the sheds.

They were walking down the row when Jim Neville, the sports columnist, joined them. “Just got in this morning,” he said. “What’s this talk I hear about the Black not racing in the International, Henry?”

“He’s been giving us trouble. We’re not sure yet,” Henry replied, continuing down the row.

“You mean there’s some truth to this talk of Alec’s not being able to handle him?” Jim asked.

The trainer was silent, so Jim turned to Alec. “What do you think, Alec?”

“I don’t know either. If I can’t control him, we’ll withdraw him, Jim. No good could come of it if we raced him.”

“When will you decide?” Jim asked.

“Within a few minutes,” Henry said. “Stick around.”

They were nearing the Black when they saw the crowd gathered in front of El Dorado’s stall. Joining the group, they saw the track veterinarian in the stall with the golden stallion.

Alec overheard a man tell Henry, “El Dorado ran a high fever again last night, and they thought it best to get the vet.”

Going to the stall door, Alec saw the veterinarian standing beside the stallion. El Dorado’s head hung low and he constantly shifted his weight from one leg to another.

After a few minutes the veterinarian left the stall and hurried away. The group remained there for a while, then broke up, with Henry and Alec walking to the Black’s stall.

“What do you think is wrong with El Dorado, Henry?” Alec asked.

The trainer’s face was thoughtful, and he neither turned to the boy nor answered his question. Instead, he said, “Open the top of his door while I get the tack, Alec.”

When Alec opened the door, the Black pushed his head toward him. Then the stallion caught sight of Avenger and Cavaliere coming in from the track, and he uttered his shrill scream. Moving inside the stall with him, Alec ran his hands down the long neck. “We’re going out,” he said. “And you’ve got to take it easy out there, Black. You’ve got to … or we go home.”

Henry handed Alec the saddle, which the boy put on the Black. The stallion moved uneasily when Alec tightened the girth; then the boy took the bridle from Henry and slipped it over the stallion’s head.

“He knows what’s up, all right,” Alec told Henry.

The Black pushed heavily against the door, his ears pricked and eyes gleaming. Kashmir went up the row toward the track, and the Black’s gaze followed him as he screamed his challenge at the sorrel stallion.

“All right, Henry,” Alec said. “Everything is okay.”

Henry turned to see all the other people in the area watching them; then, taking the Black by the bridle, he opened the door.

With Alec holding him, the stallion moved quickly from the stall. He snorted repeatedly but made no effort to rear or break away.

“I think he’s going to do all right, Henry,” Alec said.

“We’ve only just started,” Henry returned.

The Black moved quickly up the row, as though eager to reach the track. Near the gate, Henry boosted Alec into the saddle. “What’d I tell you!” Alec said excitedly. “Not one bad move!”

Shaking his head, Henry said, “Sure seems you’re right, Alec. Hard to believe. Get going now, but just a slow gallop.”

It was only when the Black and Alec were on the track that Henry shouted. For the trainer’s gaze had turned to Kashmir rounding the first turn and, suddenly, he thought he knew why the Black’s head had turned neither to the left nor right coming up the row … why he had been so eager to reach the track. The Black knew Kashmir was ahead of him. He could be going after the sorrel stallion!

Henry shouted again to Alec, but the boy was out of hearing distance. Fearfully Henry watched the Black quickly shift his action to a full gallop. He saw Alec’s attempts to hold him back, but there was no shortening of the giant strides. Surely the Black intended to run Kashmir down! Turning abruptly, Henry hurried back to the stables.

Alec kept a tight hold on the Black, remembering that Henry had told him he wanted only a slow gallop. But the Black had hold of the bit and was pulling hard. He wanted to stretch out still more. And it was only natural that he wanted to go, Alec thought, with Kashmir ahead of him.

Moving lower against the black neck, he called to his horse, “Take it easy, fella. It’s too early. It’s not the way Henry wants us to do it.”

Still pulling, the Black moved into the first turn, and his strides lengthened even more.

When they came off the turn, Alec saw the sorrel stallion halfway down the backstretch. It was then that the Black screamed and took over. His body leveled out, yet his head was high with ears pricked forward.

There was nothing Alec could do now but stay with the Black. He had no control over him, for the stallion was running wild. Screaming, the Black bore down upon Kashmir and was directly behind him going into the turn.

The jockey riding Kashmir turned his head, then raised his whip to ward off the oncoming stallion. The Black lunged for Kashmir’s neck. Desperately Alec tried to take him away as the whip came down to strike his horse on the nose. The blow caused the Black to miss his mark, and the stallion swerved abruptly, almost unseating Alec.

A moment later both stallions had come to a stop and were turning upon each other. Kashmir’s jockey slid down from his horse. Alec fought the Black, trying to get him away. But the stallion rose to meet Kashmir. As Alec went up with him, he saw Henry and the other men, pitchforks and shovels in their hands, move in on the two fighting stallions.

The sorrel veered away at sight of the men and they caught him. When the Black came down, he bucked hard and Alec was thrown to the ground. For a moment he thought he was going to lose consciousness. When his vision cleared, there were many men holding on to the Black’s bridle and they had a rope about his neck.

Alec knew that it was all over now, for this was the Black’s answer. There would be no International Cup race for him.

An hour later, Alec stood quietly beside the Black in the closed stall. They were alone, for Henry had gone to the Race Secretary’s office to withdraw the Black’s name from the entries in the International Cup race.

Alec stood in the corner of the stall, waiting for the Black to come to him. He wanted desperately to make amends for bringing him here where he wasn’t meant to be. He accepted the blame for all that had happened. Henry had warned him, but he had gone his way, believing he could control the Black despite the stallion’s natural instinct to fight.

But all that was behind him now. He would start over again. He’d take the Black to the farm. Dad would meet him there, and they’d go ahead with their original plans while Henry raced Satan. Alec didn’t even want to see the running of the International Cup. He’d stay at the farm with the Black.

“I know I’ve got a lot to make up for,” he told the stallion. “None of it was your fault. You only did what your natural instinct drove you to do. You haven’t been trained like the others. And in many ways I’m glad. I want you the way you are, and that’s why we’re going away.”

He had stood there a long while before the Black moved in his direction. But the stallion stopped a few feet away and without moving closer stretched his head to him. Alec let him nuzzle his pocket, seeking the carrot that was there. He raised his hand to the Black’s nose, but the stallion pulled back at his touch. Alec held the carrot out to him. The stallion extended his head again, and as Alec fed it to him he succeeded in gently touching the soft nose.

For a long while he remained beside the Black before leaving the stall. Outside he saw the group gathered again in front of El Dorado’s stall. It seemed that everyone was there, including the press. He was walking over when Henry moved away from the group and came toward him.

“Is he any worse?” Alec asked when Henry reached him.

The trainer took him by the arm, turning him back toward the Black’s stall. But Alec had had a chance to see the worried and drawn looks on the faces of the men before El Dorado’s stall.

“I didn’t get to the Race Secretary’s office,” Henry said grimly. “I didn’t need to.”

“Why? What’s the matter?” Henry still hadn’t turned to him, and Alec could catch only a glimpse of his face as they walked along. And he didn’t like what he saw there.

“The Race Secretary is over there,” Henry said, “along with the track vet and the State vet, who was called in.”

“But why, Henry? Is El Dorado that sick?” Alec looked at the crowd, now gathered in small, tight groups.

“It’s serious, Alec,” Henry said solemnly, turning to the boy for the first time. “El Dorado has swamp fever, the most dreaded horse disease known. They’re putting him down tonight,” he added quietly. “There’s no cure.… It’s the only thing they can do.”

The blood had left Alec’s face, and it was only after a few minutes had passed that he asked hopefully, “But it’s not contagious, is it, Henry?”

The trainer nodded without meeting the boy’s eyes. “It is, Alec,” he said. “It can reach epidemic proportions if not controlled. We can’t leave. Every horse here has been placed in quarantine. A meeting has been called for tomorrow morning in the Secretary’s office. We’ll know more then.”

Alec said nothing. Across the row were Avenger and Cavaliere and Kashmir, all with their heads pushed over their stall doors. Down the line on Alec’s side were Phar Fly and Satan and Sea King … and just behind him was the Black. All of them had been exposed to swamp fever. There was no running away now. It was too late for that.

The Black whinnied, but Alec didn’t turn to him. Instead he clasped his face in his hands while Henry’s arm went around his shoulders to steady him.
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Their faces grave, the trainers filed into the office of the Race Secretary. Silently they took their seats around the long rectangular table at the head of which sat the Secretary. On his right was the State Veterinarian, and to the rear of the table were the sportswriters with their pads and pencils already in hand.

Alec sat beside Henry, waiting like everyone else.

The Secretary rose to his feet, and his eyes were on the sheet of paper lying on the table before him as he said, “The autopsy performed this morning on El Dorado proved without doubt that he had equine infectious anemia, commonly called swamp fever.” He paused, his eyes leaving the paper for the men seated at the table. “I know that all of you have some knowledge of this disease, but at an earlier meeting this morning of the directors of the track and veterinarians we decided that it would be best for the State Veterinarian, Doctor Murray, to acquaint you with all the facts concerning swamp fever. Doctor Murray,” he announced, turning to the man on his right.

The State Veterinarian rose from his chair, his bald head directly in a beam of sunlight that found its way through the curtained window. “The cause of swamp fever,” he said solemnly, “is a virus carried in the bloodstream. It is most commonly found in horses and mules. A horse may die of the first attack or, as is usually the case, he recovers and seems perfectly well until he experiences another attack. When the attacks come frequently, death follows shortly thereafter. Horses having swamp fever should be destroyed at once, so as not to infect healthy horses with the disease.” Pausing, he added, “At present, there is no vaccine or immunity known to prevent a horse from contracting swamp fever.”

The veterinarian was a tall man and now he straightened to his full height as he looked around the table. “The disease can reach epidemic proportions if not controlled. It is transmitted from infected horses to healthy animals by flies and mosquitoes or through stable equipment such as combs, brushes, saddles, bridles, blankets and anything else which may have touched an abrasion of the infected horse and is then used on a healthy animal. It may spread, too, when infected and healthy horses are fed and watered from the same buckets or are in any way placed in intimate contact with one another.”

The State Veterinarian paused again for a moment, his gaze dropping to the table, then returning to the men who listened to him in sober silence.

“Your horses have all been exposed to this disease,” he continued very gravely. “Even now they may have it, for the incubation period of swamp fever is generally from seven to twenty-eight days, during which time there are no obvious characteristic symptoms. The symptoms, when they do appear, are a fever of one hundred five or as high as one hundred eight degrees Fahrenheit; dejection, usually with low-hanging head; a shifting of weight from one leg to another; breathing more quickly, sometimes with abdomen; swelling of legs and loss of weight.

“Your horses, gentlemen, are now under a forty-day quarantine, the approximate time necessary for us to determine whether or not they are infected. It is regrettable, but this is the only possible action the state can take to prevent this fatal disease from spreading. The directors of the track have had no alternative but to cancel the International Cup race, and we’re asking you gentlemen to take your horses to a state farm a short distance away, where screening tests will be made to ascertain whether or not any horse has contracted swamp fever from El Dorado. We cannot force you to move your horses to the farm or to take the tests, but I must remind you, gentlemen, that in all fairness to the hundreds of horses due to arrive shortly at this track for the regular meeting, you owe it to them and to the sport in general to remove your horses to the farm, so that there will be no opportunity for this disease to spread any further.”

The State Veterinarian paused for a long while, then said, “Gentlemen, I would like a show of hands of those who will consent to move their horses to the farm.”

Despondently all the men raised their hands. No questions were asked. No word was spoken. The cancellation of the race to which they had looked forward for so many months was of no importance now to any one of them. Instead, each was haunted by the fear that his horse might be stricken … that before long he, too, would have to consent to the destruction of his horse. They were the trainers of the world’s finest horses … horses that in the years to come were to have passed on their speed to their get for the improvement of the breed. Now, they were to be exiled.

The State Veterinarian was speaking again, and the men raised their eyes to his. “Your horses can have swamp fever without showing the characteristic symptoms,” he said. “The only definite way we have of finding out is to take blood samples from your horses and, pooling this blood, inoculate it into the bloodstream of a horse who has not been exposed to the disease. If no evidence of the disease appears in the inoculated test horse, your horses will be given a clean bill of health and released. However, if swamp fever develops in the test horse, each of your horses must be tested individually to find out which one or more has the disease.”

The State Veterinarian cleared his throat. “I know the difficult time that is ahead of you, gentlemen. We appreciate the full cooperation you have promised us. We hope, as you do, that none of your horses will be found to have swamp fever and that clean bills of health will be given to all. We request that you have your horses ready to leave the track by noon. All horses will travel individually, and we’ll have vans for those of you who don’t have any here.”

They filed out as quietly as they had entered the office while behind them the press gathered around the Race Secretary and the State Veterinarian.

Outside the building Alec and Henry walked slowly, neither saying a word for a long while.

“We’d better call your father,” Henry said finally. “He ought to hear about it from us instead of the newspapers.”

“It’s all over, isn’t it, Henry?” Alec asked. “Everything we’d planned.”

“Don’t be silly, Alec,” Henry said a little angrily. “Maybe none of the horses have it … just like the doc said. We have to make sure, that’s all. El Dorado couldn’t have had swamp fever very long, and the chances are good that it never had a chance to spread. There isn’t a stable in the row which hasn’t been sprayed daily with DDT, as we’ve been doin’. I’ve hardly seen a fly around here, much less a mosquito. An’ don’t forget none of us ever used any of El Dorado’s stable equipment,” he added assuredly. “We all minded our own business and that’s what counts right now … no contact with El Dorado.”

“There’s just one thing,” Alec began slowly, then stopped.

“What thing?” Henry asked.

“The day after El Dorado arrived … it was when you went to pick up Satan at the airport.”

“Yeah,” Henry said impatiently, then hesitated. “What about it?”

“I loaned one of our buckets to the fellow who took care of him.”

Henry halted in his tracks. “But he didn’t give it back to you, did he?”

“He did, Henry … that same afternoon.”

Proceeding again, Henry said with feigned lightness, “I don’t think it matters, Alec. There’s very little chance …”

“But I don’t like to think of that … even a little chance.”

“You been usin’ the bucket? You remember which one it was?”

They turned down Row C. “Yes, Henry, I’ve been using it to water the Black.” Alec’s face was twisted in his anxiety.

“I’m sure nothin’ will come of it,” Henry said. “The contact with the infected horse has to be more intimate than that to catch swamp fever.”

“But the vet said they shouldn’t be watered from the same buckets,” Alec returned insistently.

“He probably meant at the same time,” Henry replied. “No sense worryin’ about it now, Alec. Let’s get rid of the bucket and forget it. The Black has shown no symptoms of swamp fever and all that was a couple of weeks ago.”

“The vet said some horses don’t show any symptoms at all.”

“Cut it out, Alec,” Henry said angrily. “You’re not makin’ it any easier for yourself or for me. Why jump ahead looking for trouble? We can’t do anything now but wait.”

When they reached the stall Alec went to the stallion while Henry said, “I’ll get Satan ready first.”

“I’ll be with you in a minute,” Alec said quietly.

The Black nuzzled his fingers. Tears came to the boy’s eyes while he looked at the stallion. He started to say something to him but found he couldn’t talk. Turning away, he saw Satan’s head pushed over his stall door. The Black nipped playfully at Alec’s shirt for attention. But just now he couldn’t look at either of his horses.
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It was a little after noon when the vans left the International track. As they went through the barn gate, turning onto the highway, Henry said to Alec, “A racetrack named for a race that never was run … that’s ironical.” Shrugging his shoulders, he added, “But maybe next year it’ll come off. At least that’s what they’re planning.”

“Maybe it will,” Alec muttered. “But how many of these horses will be around to be in it?”

“There you go again,” Henry replied sullenly. “Cut it out, Alec.”

“I’m sorry, Henry.”

Closely following the car driven by the State Veterinarian, the seven vans carrying Satan, the Black, Sea King, Avenger, Phar Fly, Kashmir and Cavaliere went through town. People lined the streets, watching the procession with sober but curious faces.

Henry grimaced as he looked at the people. “You’d think it was a funeral procession,” he said angrily. “Why, you’d think …” he stopped, turning to Alec. “We’re just making sure,” he added emphatically. “The vet said the chances are all in our favor that none of the horses contracted swamp fever from El Dorado.”

“I know,” Alec said quietly. “That’s what you said before, Henry.”

Their gazes met, and Henry was the first to turn away. “I told you your dad was driving up to join us, didn’t I?” he asked, quickly changing the subject.

“Yes, you did.”

“He was leaving right away,” Henry continued. “So I told him to meet us at the inn in Mountainview … that’s the town near the state farm. At least that’s what they told me in the office.”

They had left the track far behind and were now going northwest on a highway which stretched toward a vivid panorama of woods and mountains. The van directly ahead of them carried Satan; it had been provided, together with a driver, by the Race Secretary. His eyes upon the van, Alec asked, “How did Lenny and Fred take your sending them back to the city?”

“They wanted to see it through, but what could they do?” Henry asked. “You and I can handle Satan an’ the Black while they’re here. No sense in payin’ wages when there’s no work to be done. Lenny can pick up some mounts at the Belmont meeting, an’ there’s work for Fred there, too. Both of ‘em can use the money, so there’s no sense in their just waitin’ around.”

They drove for many miles in silence, then Alec asked, “This blood test they’re going to take at the farm, Henry. Do you understand exactly what they’re going to do?”

“I’ve got a pretty good idea, Alec. From what the vet said, they intend to take blood samples from each racer; then they’ll pool the blood and put this combined sample into a healthy horse … one the vet will get.”

Alec shook his head. “Poor devil,” he said. “He’s the guinea pig.… Then we all just watch him to see if he comes down with swamp fever.”

“An’ if he doesn’t,” Henry said, “we know that none of the racers have swamp fever.”

“But if he does?” Alec asked.

“Then the vet knows someone’s got it,” Henry said grimly. “The whole business is repeated then, only this time the vet will probably bring in seven test horses—one for each of the racers. They’ll be tested individually until the vet has isolated the one … or maybe more … of the racers who’s carrying the disease.”

“But the blood test won’t be necessary for any horse that definitely shows any symptoms of the disease, as El Dorado did. Is that it, Henry?”

“Yes, that’s it. There wouldn’t be any reason for givin’ that horse the blood test, Alec. They’d know right away that he had swamp fever and he would have to be destroyed.” Henry paused. “But none of the racers have shown any symptoms yet … and I don’t think they’re going to.”

Alec was silent for a long while before asking, “How long will the blood test take, Henry?”

“They say at least forty days. So we’ll be here for quite a spell. The incubation period of swamp fever can be as long as twenty-eight days, the vet said; then they’ll wait maybe another two weeks for any symptoms to show up in the test horse.”

Two hours later they crossed the great open fields of a valley and entered the small village of Mountainview. Far to the north were wind-swept peaks, barren and jagged against the sky. But just to the west, and behind the village, was a low mountain range … a forest of spruce, pine and hemlock.

The only two-story building in the village was the inn, which Alec and Henry passed without stopping. They turned sharp left a short distance farther on, going onto a blacktop road that went toward the wooded mountain range. They drove for a mile across the open plain, then crossed a bridge over a wide river and continued on toward the range. The paved road ended a mile farther on, becoming dirt as it squeezed its way through the heavily wooded region.

“They’re certainly getting us away from everything,” Alec said, looking at the dense forest on either side of the van.

But the road continued to be level and smooth, and they were able to make good time. A mile and a half from where they had entered the woods the road veered to the left and wound up a slight incline. A short distance farther on, the trees gave way to a large tract of cleared land.

The road came in at the upper end of the clearing, and directly ahead of them was a long white barn. Behind the barn was a small fenced pasture, going back to meet the woods and a sharp rise in the ground. A stone house was there, nestled amid the pines. The rest of the clearing lay to the left of the road and it, too, was fenced for pasture; at this end it was widest, gradually narrowing as it found its way through the forest only to be lost from sight by a sharp curve a few hundred yards away.

The State Veterinarian stopped his car just past the barn doors and got out to talk to a man who met him. Finally he turned to the vans, waving them on to the barn.

Henry drove to the front of the barn and parked alongside the van occupied by Satan. “C’mon, Alec,” he said.

They got out and stood in front of their van, awaiting instructions from the veterinarian, while the other vans were parked. Behind the van came the cars carrying the newspapermen.

Henry said impatiently, “I’ll get the vet to let us put the Black in the barn first, Alec. Get him ready.”

When Henry left, Alec let down the back door of the van and went inside. The stallion neighed, and Alec said, “We’re getting off now, boy.”

He had untied the Black when Henry reappeared at the back of the van. “Okay, Alec,” the trainer said. “They’re ready for him.”

Alec turned the stallion carefully, talking to him all the while. The Black stopped at the ramp, his eyes shifting to the long field opposite the barn doors. One of the other stallions neighed; the Black’s ears pitched forward and he whistled.

When Alec stepped onto the ramp the stallion followed him down and onto the ground with no hesitation. The Black moved quickly about and his gaze turned again to the field; the gate was open, but the stallion made no attempt to pull away from Alec when the boy led him toward the barn.

“Take him all the way down to the end stall on your left,” the veterinarian told Alec when the boy reached him; then, turning to Henry, he added, “Put Satan two stalls up from him, Mr. Dailey, if you will. We’re keeping an empty stall between the horses, but all of them are to go on this one side of the barn.”

Alec walked the Black down the long corridor, and the stallion’s hoofs beat rhythmically on the wooden flooring. The box stalls were high and closed above with a heavy wire screen. The stallion stopped before his stall, but Alec turned him in a circle, then led him inside.

As he shut the door behind them Satan entered the barn, walking beside Henry. The burly black colt swept his ears back when the Black screamed at him. Satan moved restlessly but continued following Henry. Alec was going to him when Henry said, “Better stay away, Alec. The Black won’t like it any.”

Henry had Satan in his stall when Phar Fly entered the barn, followed closely by Avenger, Cavaliere, Sea King and Kashmir.

When they were all inside their stalls the Black was still screaming his challenging blasts. And his eyes blazed fiercely through the wire mesh as he looked up the row at the other stallions.

“He ought to get used to having them around, now,” Henry said. “He’s not going to have anything else to look at for a long while.”

“What difference does it make now?” Alec asked bitterly.

But Henry didn’t answer.

Jim Neville left the group of reporters gathered about the State Veterinarian and walked over to them. “I’m sorry,” he told Alec. “I feel partly responsible for the Black’s being here. I haven’t forgotten the talk we had, Alec.”

“It was my decision to make,” Alec said, walking away. “I’m the only one responsible for anything that happens.”

The boy went outside the barn, his eyes following the white fence of the field beyond, noting that it extended all along the edges of the forest. “They won’t even be able to get out there,” he said bitterly. “They can’t even eat off the same ground.”

He had been standing there many minutes when a small coupe came down the road. He watched it as it drew closer. Then suddenly he burst into a run.

His father sat behind the wheel of the car, and beside him was Tony!

Reaching the car, Alec jumped into it, and his father’s hand clasped his arm. “We got to the inn early and found out how to get here,” Mr. Ramsay said.

Tony was first out of the car. “I come when your father tell me this-a terrible thing, Aleec,” he said sadly. “I no can work, so I come.”

“It was good of you, Tony,” Alec said. Then, nodding toward the barn, he added, “They’re all in there … Henry, too.”

“You coming?” his father asked when he and Tony started for the barn without Alec.

“I think I’ll stay here, Dad. Henry will tell you everything we know.”

Alec walked up the road and didn’t return to the barn until he saw the State Veterinarian appear at the door, with the trainers gathered about him. He reached them in time to hear the veterinarian say, “The test horse will be here tomorrow, and we have decided to take blood samples of your horses then. After the inoculation of the test horse, there won’t be anything to do but wait. You can feel free to leave your horses in our care, well knowing that everything possible will be done for them. Or you can stay … whichever suits your plans better. If no evidence of swamp fever is disclosed in the test horse, clean bills of health will be given your horses in forty days. I would like to ask that you leave with me your forwarding address if you decide to leave Mountainview. We would, of course, have to get in touch with you immediately if swamp fever developed in your horse.”

The State Veterinarian turned to his assistants, and it was obvious to all that the meeting was over. Taking Alec by the arm, Henry said, “Let’s get our stuff out of the vans and put it in the stall between Satan and the Black; then we’ll feed ’em and have just enough time to get back to the inn before dark.”

“Can’t we stay here, Henry?”

“No, they don’t want us sleeping in the barn. Besides, we’ll do better at the inn nights. We’ll be needin’ our rest with forty long days ahead of us.”

“I only hope it’s forty days,” Alec said. “I wouldn’t want anything to happen sooner.”

Mr. Ramsay went along with them to help unload their tack. But Tony, unnoticed by the others, stayed behind, and as soon as the huckster saw them enter Henry’s van he moved closer to the veterinarian. Patiently he waited until the veterinarian moved away from his assistants and headed for the stone house. Tony followed him.

“Meester Veterinary,” he called. “One minute, please.” And when the veterinarian stopped and turned to him, Tony said, “I am good friend of Aleec Ramsay and Henree Dailey.”

The veterinarian smiled. “I’m sure you are,” he said. “What can I do for you?”

“My horse, Napoleon, he’s-a good friend of the Black and Satan.” Tony paused to look over his shoulder. “Maybe it would be better if I walk with you to your house, yes? It is something very private I wish to say to you.”

Tony waited until they had reached the wide veranda of the house before continuing. “This-a test horse I hear you and my friend Henree talk about. In him you will put the blood of the Black and Satan, yes?”

“Yes,” the veterinarian said. “Their blood along with samples from others will be inoculated into the test horse.”

“You have this-a test horse?”

“He will be here tomorrow.”

“You could use maybe another one, too? One to take the blood of Satan and the Black?”

The veterinarian’s gaze met Tony’s. “You mean your horse?”

“He one healthy horse, my Nappy,” Tony said excitedly. “He never sick in his life.”

“But I have a test horse, and one is all we need now.”

“But it’s-a better if you have two, yes?” Tony insisted. “If Napoleon no get sick, you know what you look for is in five horses, not seven. Five is smaller than seven, yes?”

“Naturally, the smaller the group the better,” the veterinarian said. “If Napoleon developed swamp fever and the other test horse didn’t, we’d know Satan or the Black—or possibly both of them—was the carrier of the disease.”

“Then you will use him,” Tony said. “You make me one happy man, Meester Veterinary.”

The veterinarian watched Tony closely. “You’re sure you want to do this? We could get along without your Napoleon now, and if by chance he should contract swamp fever from the inoculation it means certain death, you know.”

“My Nappy … I’m sure he wants it this-a way,” Tony said more soberly. “He’s-a like brother to the Black and Satan. And now he will have their blood in him. It’s the only way, Meester Veterinary.”

“All right,” the veterinarian said quietly. “It will make our job easier. When can you have him here?”

“Tomorrow morning I be back,” Tony said excitedly. “I go now and get him, and we drive all night.” Turning, Tony ran hard to Henry’s van.

He took one look in the back of the van to make sure all the tack had been removed, then slammed the door shut and went to the front. Inside the cab, he turned on the ignition and started the motor. He had the van in gear and was slowly moving away when Henry, Alec and Mr. Ramsay appeared at the barn door.

It was only when Tony had the van in high gear and was speeding down the road that he waved to them.

“Now what’s come over him?” Henry asked. “And where’s he going with my van?”

“Probably back to the inn,” Mr. Ramsay suggested. “But I don’t understand why he didn’t wait for us.”

“I can’t see it either,” Alec said; then he looked over at the stone house, to find the veterinarian standing on the porch, watching the van until it had disappeared among the trees. “I wonder,” he muttered.

“Wonder what, Alec?” Henry asked.

“Nothing, Henry. Nothing.”
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Early the following morning, Alec, Henry and Mr. Ramsay left their rooms at the inn and went to the small dining room for breakfast. Already the room was crowded with trainers, owners and reporters, but Henry was able to find three empty seats at the counter.

“I still can’t understand Tony’s fadeout,” he said as they sat down.

“He probably wanted to get back to work,” Mr. Ramsay said after they had given their orders. “But he did tell me he had arranged for a friend to take over his route while he was away. I was under the impression that he intended to stay here awhile. He was so concerned about the Black and Satan.”

“But why did he have to take my van?” Henry persisted. “ ’Course I don’t have any use for it just now. But he could have asked me, anyway. I don’t like it.”

“No,” Mr. Ramsay agreed, “and I don’t blame you. It’s not at all like Tony.” Turning to Alec, he asked, “What do you think is the reason for his leaving, Alec?”

The boy shrugged his shoulders. “Tony usually has a good reason for anything he does. So I’m just letting it go at that. I’m sure we’ll know before long.”

“We’d better,” Henry growled, turning to the plate of ham and eggs which the counterman had placed before him.

When they had finished breakfast and were leaving, Henry stopped to talk to the other trainers before rejoining Alec and Mr. Ramsay outside the inn.

“Seems like ‘most everybody is leavin’,” Henry said as they got into Mr. Ramsay’s car. “They don’t see what good their hanging around is goin’ to do. If the worst comes, they’ll hear of it soon enough. I guess they’re right. The vet and his assistants are takin’ over completely.”

“Still, I want to stick around,” Alec said as Mr. Ramsay started the car and drove down the street.

“With us it’s different,” Henry returned. “The vet and his boys can handle Satan all right, but not the Black. We’ll have to take care of him ourselves.”

Mr. Ramsay turned the car down the blacktop road and started across the open fields. They had reached the bridge when he said, “And that’s not the only reason it’s different for us, Henry. The others have more horses, if anything should happen to those here. But we don’t. Satan and the Black are all we have … and upon them we have built all our hopes for the future. We have nothing if we lose them.”

Henry glanced at Alec, to find the boy’s gaze directly on the road ahead. “Yes,” the trainer admitted, turning to Mr. Ramsay, “you’re right, of course. But nothin’ is goin’ to happen to either one of ’em. Or to any of the others. I’d wager almost anything that none of the horses here will come down with swamp fever. The chances are good that they’d be showing some symptoms by now if they’d picked up the disease from El Dorado. But none of ‘em show a thing yet … an’ I don’t think they will.”

Coming off the bridge, they continued across the fields until they reached the dirt road. The woods closed in on them, shutting out the morning sun. After going a mile and a half, they came to the sharp left turn and went up the slight incline to the farm.

There was but one van parked in front of the barn, and they looked at it with incredulous eyes.

“Henry!” Alec shouted. “It’s yours!”

“It sure is!” Henry returned. “It’s mine all right. But why did Tony …”

“Look! In the pasture, Henry!” Alec cried.

Then they all saw the gray, sway-backed figure of Napoleon as the horse grazed contentedly in the field.

“But why would Tony get Napoleon?” Mr. Ramsay asked. “I don’t get it at all, Henry.” He brought the car to a stop before the barn. “Not at all,” he repeated.

“I’m beginning to,” Henry said slowly.

“I had a hunch this might be it,” Alec said, getting out of the car. “But I still didn’t believe I could be right.”

Napoleon raised his heavy head, neighing to them before once more turning to the grass.

“What are you two driving at?” Mr. Ramsay asked.

“We think Tony had his own idea as to who should be the test horse,” Henry said, leading the way toward the barn. “But let’s find out for sure.”

Entering the barn, they found the veterinarian and his assistants, all dressed in long white cloaks, leaving Satan’s stall. And Tony was with them.

Alec and Henry ran forward, and when they reached the group, the veterinarian said, “I’m glad you’re here. Tony said it would be wiser to have you around with him.” He nodded toward the Black. “We have taken blood samples from all except him.”

Henry and Alec glanced at Tony, who sheepishly moved away from the stall door.

“I’ll stay at his head,” Alec said. “I don’t think it’ll be easy working around him.”

“It’ll only take a minute,” the veterinarian returned.

“Put the lead shank on him and pass it through to me in the next stall,” Henry suggested, handing the shank to Alec. “It’ll be easier holdin’ him that way.”

Before going inside the stall, Alec got a container of oats and a pocketful of carrots. The Black came to him when the boy poured the oats into the corner feedbox. Snapping the lead shank onto his halter, Alec passed the end through the wire screen to Henry in the next stall.

The boy stood close to the stallion’s head, fondling him while he ate the grain. But the Black stopped eating as soon as the veterinarian and his assistants entered the stall. He pulled back, only to find himself held close by the shank and Alec’s hand on his halter. His hindquarters shifted quickly, but the men were close to his neck before his hindlegs flew out, striking the side of the stall. The men stood still then, waiting while Alec talked to the stallion and offered him a handful of oats. Finally the Black took the oats from Alec, but his eyes constantly shifted to the strangers in his stall.

Patiently the veterinarian waited until the stallion turned from Alec’s hand to the feedbox. But he stopped eating again when he felt their hands upon his neck. He jerked his head up, but the shank held him close. He swung his hindquarters once more, attempting to pin the men against the wall, then moved quickly away from them when he came up against the pointed stick an assistant held in his hand for just such an emergency.

“I guess we’ll have to use the rail to keep him still,” the veterinarian said finally.

One of the men left the stall to return a few minutes later with a long wooden bar, which he shoved through the door and put to one side of the Black to keep his hindquarters from shifting.

The stallion moved against it, but the bar stopped him from going any farther. Alec stayed at his head, talking to him, offering him carrots and grain.

“They’re not going to hurt you,” he said. “It’ll be over in a matter of seconds. They’ve got to do it. It’s not going to hurt.”

The veterinarian and his assistants were outside the bar. Alec saw the needle and knew they were going to work. The stallion pushed heavily against the bar, but it didn’t give way. Instead it held him close to the side of his stall. He tried jerking his head back again, but the lead shank held him still. He could fight now, but there wouldn’t be any getting away.

The Black made two more futile efforts to free himself while Alec stood by his head, helpless to do anything to make it easier for his horse. He could not see the veterinarian, nor did he want to. He continued rubbing the Black’s head and at the same time offering him the carrots, which went unnoticed.

Suddenly the Black threw back his head, almost breaking the lead shank. Alec’s hand went to the halter. As he held him, he realized that the stallion had felt the sharp prick of the needle. But that would be all there was to it. It was over now.

A moment later the veterinarian straightened with the vial of the Black’s blood in his hand. He left the stall and the others with him followed after the bar had been removed.

Unsnapping the lead shank, Alec waited while the stallion moved restlessly about his stall, his gaze following the men as they walked down the corridor. It was only when they were out of sight that he turned to his feedbox and Alec.

While the stallion ate, Alec remained with him.

Outside the stall Henry and Mr. Ramsay were talking to Tony, and Alec could overhear their conversation without leaving the stall.

“He say it is okay with him for Nappy to be test horse for Satan and the Black,” Tony was explaining. “So I go an’ get him. It is the way it should be. You understand, Henree, yes?”

“Sure, I guess I do,” Henry replied. “Then I guess they’re pooling the blood of the other horses and are goin’ to put it in the vet’s test horse. Is that it, Tony?”

“Already they do that,” Tony said excitedly. “Before you come they do that. He’s in the pasture behind the barn. They kept him away from Nappy. They take no chances for anything, the veterinary say.” Tony’s hands were on the arms of Henry and Mr. Ramsay. “But now they put the blood of Satan and the Black in my Nappy. You come and see, yes? It’s-a big moment for Nappy. Now he will be real brother to Satan and the Black. It’s-a one moment we never forget.…”

Alec left the Black, following the others until he came to Satan’s stall. The colt had his long nose stretched out, and Alec’s hand went to him. But the boy’s gaze remained upon the back of the little huckster as he said, “I know we won’t forget it, Tony. And I only hope everything turns out all right … for you and Napoleon as well as for Satan and the Black … and for us.”

From the moment that Napoleon was inoculated with the blood samples from Satan and the Black, Alec slipped into his own small and worried world. Day after day he spent alone, talking little to his father and Henry and always watching fearfully for the dreaded symptoms of swamp fever.

When the first week passed with no change in the condition of the racers Henry said, “See, Alec, just like I figured. It’s been long enough now since they were exposed to El Dorado for them to show some symptoms, if they had it. Now all we’ve got to do is watch the test horses, an’ if nothing happens to either of ’em we’re sure all the racers are free of swamp fever.”

But Alec did not share Henry’s optimism. He didn’t want to build up any false hopes. The racers still could be carriers of the disease and pass it on to Napoleon or the other test horse. It was too early to tell with them. The incubation period of swamp fever, the veterinarian had said, was from seven to twenty-eight days. And just to be very certain they were going to wait forty days from the time of inoculation. Forty days! And it was only a little over a week since the blood had passed from the racers to the test horses. It was too early to tell … much too early to share anyone’s optimism, even Henry’s. So Alec withdrew into his world again, and each passing day seemed a lifetime.

Mr. Ramsay stayed with them, and Tony left only occasionally on short visits to the city to make certain his customers were being served. “This-a boy who has taken over my route is a good friend,” he told them. “But maybe once in a while he needs me, so I go to him. No, I’m no worried about my Nappy getting this-a swamp fever. He no get anything but good blood from Satan and the Black. He’s happy here, yes? Just eat grass all day long. He work hard all his life, so now he take it easy. That’s-a good … very good. An’ now he’s-a famous, too.… Everyone knows my Nappy.… That’s-a good, too.”

Napoleon’s picture appeared in the newspapers regularly, for the two test horses had become international figures. The world knew that the fate of Avenger, Cavaliere, Kashmir, Phar Fly, Sea King, Satan and the Black depended upon the state of health of these two horses. So each day their condition was reported by press services to the far corners of the world. And the daily message was repeated, “No change in test horses on fourteenth day.” … “No change on fifteenth day.” … “No change on eighteenth day.”

The third week passed and with it Henry’s optimism rose to greater heights. “Come on, Alec,” he kidded. “Crack a smile. Everything is goin’ to be okay. Why, even the vet says the chances are getting better with every day now. If Napoleon or the other test horse had contracted swamp fever from their inoculations they’d be showing some signs of it. But they’re in better health than they ever were. Napoleon’s actin’ like a colt. See for yourself!”

Alec watched the old gray as he galloped and rolled luxuriously in the tall grass. “But I want to be sure, Henry,” he said, “… so sure, before I let go. And I won’t be until it’s all over, and I have clean bills of health for Satan and the Black in my hand.”

The last of September came, bringing rich and colorful fall dress to many of the trees. But the days remained unseasonably hot, and there was no sign of rain to break the prolonged dry spell that had existed since their arrival at the state farm. There were reports of small forest fires being fought to the north and west. And such talk didn’t lessen Alec’s anxiety while going through each day at the farm.

Napoleon remained in the field, although much of the grass had been burned out by the hot sun and hay was being fed him for a substitute. Alec spent part of each day with the old gray, watching him more closely perhaps than anyone else for any symptoms of swamp fever. But Napoleon remained active, and Alec would follow him as he sought green blades of grass along the wooded edges of the long and narrow field. It was on one of these days that the boy came upon a barred gate, half-hidden by creeping vines. He stood there for a moment, looking down the forest lane on the other side of the gate and wondering where it led. Perhaps it joined the road leading to the valley. Perhaps not. It could have a dead end, just going to another clearing or farm building. But it wasn’t important, and he left the gate to follow Napoleon around the bend in the field to the lower pasture in the gray’s search of grass untouched by the sun.

With the coming of October, Henry’s optimism rose to still greater heights. “Another two and a half weeks an’ we’ll be on our way to our farm,” he told Alec. “We’ll spend the winter there and put up separate pastures for the Black and Satan. It’ll do ’em both a lot of good to be out most of the winter, if the weather is decent at all.”

“And there’s that school just a short distance away from the farm, Alec,” his father said. “I’ve been corresponding with them and you’ll be able to enroll even though you’ll be a little late.”

Eagerly Alec looked at them. “It sounds so good. I just …” He stopped, and the enthusiasm left his eyes. “It’s still too early to start planning,” he said. “We have seventeen days to go.”

During the following week, the nights turned cold but the days remained warm, and still there was no sign of rain in the cloudless skies. Leaves dropped from trees, and if it hadn’t been for the forest of evergreens the mountains would have stood bare and forlorn.

“I wish it would rain,” Alec told Henry. “I don’t like hearing all this talk of forest fires. That farm is a trap if anything happens around here.”

“There you go borrowin’ trouble again,” Henry retorted. “Natives always talk that way this time of the year. The forest rangers know their job. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

Then came renewed activity in the village of Mountainview and at the state farm. For now that the test was coming quickly to its end, owners and trainers returned. Laughter and loud talk of races to be run the coming year were heard, and no longer were the faces of the men haggard with fear for the safety of their horses. Henry joined them in their discussions, but Alec stayed away, still counting off the remaining days as each went by.

The last day of the test arrived, and late in the afternoon the State Veterinarian called the owners, trainers and press to the porch of his home. In his hands were the certificates testifying to the good health of the racers stabled in the barn.

The veterinarian began by thanking the group for their cooperation and patience. But Alec wasn’t listening to him; instead he was whispering excitedly in Henry’s ear, “This is it, Henry! This is what I’ve been waiting for. Satan and the Black are …”

“Shh,” Henry said.

But Alec went on, his enthusiasm and happiness knowing no bounds. “They’re all right, Henry. Both of them. We can take them home. Let’s try to buy a couple of good mares for the Black right this winter, Henry,” he added quickly. “Then we can start breeding right away. Don’t you think that’s a good idea … to get going right now, I mean?”

Henry turned to him. “Sure, Alec,” he whispered. “It’s a good idea, providing we can find the right mares.”

Henry’s name was called by the veterinarian, and he went forward to get their two certificates.

A short while later the group broke up, with the veterinarian suggesting that they remove the horses from the farm the following morning, if possible.

They all went to the barn, where the news photographers were taking pictures. Napoleon was in the stall directly opposite the Black, and Tony was with him. Waving the certificate, Alec ran to the stall.

“He’s-a part Black and part Satan now,” Tony said with a grin when Napoleon pushed his head hard against the boy. “See, Aleec, he knows it. But now he mus’ go back to work and maybe he no like that.”

“Tony,” Alec said, “I’ve wanted to ask you something.”

The huckster stopped fondling Napoleon. “Yes, Aleec?”

“You said that Napoleon has worked hard all his life, didn’t you?”

“You betcha. I get him when he was three year old. An’ now he’s-a seventeen. That’s,” Tony stopped to count on his fingers, “fourteen years I work him.”

“Would you want to retire him then?”

Tony looked at the boy, and slowly the small pinpoints of light in his black eyes flared brightly. “You mean, Aleec …”

“We’d sure like to have him at the farm, Tony. But he’d still be your horse. He could take it nice and easy for the rest of his life. He’d be a big help to us, too, Tony, for he gets along so well with both the Black and Satan. But how do you feel about it?”

“Sure, I mees him,” Tony said. “But when you love a horse you think of him, yes? So I think of him and I say he go with you, Aleec … to rest and play.”

“But you’ll promise to come up to the farm every weekend, when Mother and Dad come up? You’ll do that, Tony?”

“You no can keep me away, Aleec. I come to see you and Nappy every week. We go now?” he asked excitedly.

“No, not until tomorrow morning. But we’ll get an early start and be at our farm before dark. And just think, Tony,” he added slowly, “all this will be behind us.”

“An’ forgotten, yes?” Tony asked.

“Yes, forgotten,” Alec repeated, rubbing Napoleon’s nose while behind him the Black neighed shrilly for attention.
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Back at the inn that same evening, a party was held in the dining room. And now that the haunting fear of swamp fever was a thing of the past, each owner and trainer talked only of the speed of his horse … of Sea King and Kashmir, of Avenger and Phar Fly, of Cavaliere and Satan. For many hours they discussed the race that had never been run and what might have happened. And they talked about the possibility of their horses meeting this coming winter in Florida, or next summer, or perhaps not until next year’s running of the International Cup.

“And maybe never,” Alec heard Henry tell the group. “Things happen fast in this business. Who can tell what’s goin’ to happen even a few months from now? I’m not one for doin’ my racing ahead of time.”

“And what about the Black, Henry?” someone asked. “You must have some plans for him. He’ll need some real schooling if you intend to race him.”

“Alec is retiring him,” Henry replied. “Satan is going to do the racing for this stable.”

Jim Neville left the group and joined Alec. “They’ve all been talking a good race except you, Alec. What do you think about it?”

“The International, you mean?”

Jim nodded.

Shrugging his shoulders, Alec said, “What difference does it make now who would’ve won? I haven’t even thought about it for a long time.”

“For forty days?”

“Yes,” Alec said, “for forty days.” He paused before adding, “It wasn’t important then, and it isn’t now.”

“You’re right, of course,” Jim said. “But now that the danger is over, it’s only human nature for us to go back and try to guess what would have happened in a race of that kind.”

“I wouldn’t have been in it anyway,” Alec said.

“You were actually going to withdraw the Black from the race?”

“Sure we were, Jim. You saw what happened with Kashmir. It isn’t fair to the Black or to the others. He’s not trained to race.”

“But he could be,” Jim suggested slowly.

“We’ve been through this before,” Alec replied a little angrily. “I don’t want it that way. You know that, Jim.”

“I know,” Jim agreed, trying to appease the boy. “I just thought you might have changed your mind.”

“I’m more certain now than ever before,” Alec said.

Henry joined them, and Jim Neville turned to him, asking, “You told me back at the track, Henry, that Satan wasn’t going to have any trouble winning the International. I was wondering if that was before or after you and Alec had decided to withdraw the Black?”

Henry turned to Alec and found the boy’s intent gaze upon him. Lowering his eyes, Henry said, “What difference does it make? They’re both in our stable.”

“None,” Jim replied, “except I thought I’d just like to know. You remember saying that Satan was the faster.”

“All right. It was before we decided to withdraw the Black,” Henry interrupted. “But that was only my opinion.” Henry met the boy’s gaze. “And certainly not Alec’s,” he concluded.

Mr. Ramsay and Tony joined them, and Henry managed to change the subject.

After the party ended, Alec and Henry went out on the inn’s porch. The night was clear and the strong wind felt good on their faces. Sitting down on the steps, Alec said, “We’ll put Napoleon and the Black in your van won’t we, Henry?”

“Yes,” his friend said, sitting down beside him. “I’ve hired another van and driver to follow us with Satan. Tony will ride with your father, I guess.”

“And we’re still figuring on an early start?”

“The earlier the better,” Henry replied. “It’ll be wise to get the Black outa the barn before the others start leaving … means less excitement all around.”

“It’s going to be good to get away from all this,” Alec said.

Henry smiled. “I don’t mind all this talkin’ that goes on though, Alec. Fact is, I kinda like it. The older you get the more you seem to talk about what your horse could have done or what he might do. None of us means any harm by it. An’ even the sportswriters—like Jim Neville—talk about it because it’s their interest just like ours. An’ the more they get us to talk the more stories they seem to get for their papers. An’ that’s the way it goes.”

“I know,” Alec said. “It’s just that it’s too soon after what …”

“You took it too hard for too long,” Henry interrupted. “I told you to relax a couple of weeks ago.”

“Sure you did,” Alec said. “But I couldn’t do it.”

The lights had been turned out, and the sound of footsteps on the stairs had long since died away, when a car came down the street, stopping before the inn. A man got out, carrying a small suitcase.

Alec and Henry had moved to one side of the steps to give him room to pass.

“ ’Evening,” Henry said.

“Good evening,” the man returned. He stopped, pointing to the north. “They got another forest fire up there. I passed it this afternoon on the way down the valley.”

Turning to the north, Henry and Alec could just make out the red glow on the horizon. “How far north?” Henry asked anxiously.

“Oh, must be a hundred miles. We don’t need to worry about that one,” the man added assuredly. “They had it under control all right.”

“ ‘That one’?” Henry repeated. “Are there any other fires?”

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean that there are other fires. It’s just that one never can tell with the woods so dry and no rain at all. It’s sure bad … all along the line it’s bad. Keeps the rangers busy, all right. But they have the equipment and never seem to let these fires get too far out of hand before they control them. Well, good night now.”

When the man had left them, Henry said sarcastically, “A real cheerful guy.”

“But I still don’t like the idea of having a fire so close,” Alec said. “This is the closest yet.”

“A hundred miles isn’t so close,” Henry said.

Alec sniffed. “Maybe it’s closer. I think I can smell smoke.”

Henry’s lip curled. “Naw, there’s nothin’. Just your imagination. Besides,” Henry added, “he said they had it under control.”

“But embers can be carried a long distance on this wind,” Alec said solemnly.

“You won’t be givin’ me any peace until I get you and the Black and Satan outa here,” Henry growled. “Come on, let’s go to bed.”

They rose and went to the room they shared.

Alec had no idea how long he had slept before he suddenly found himself wide awake. He reached for the clock on the small stand between his and Henry’s beds. The luminous dial told him that it was five o’clock, and he knew he had another half-hour before the alarm would go off. It would give them enough time to eat breakfast and still be at the barn before daylight. They’d be well on their way before the others even reached the barn.

Alec lay back on his pillow again. He’d go to sleep if he could, for there was no sense disturbing Henry’s rest. He had closed his eyes when he first became conscious of the smell of wood smoke in his nostrils. Suddenly remembering the northern fire, he sat straight up in bed. He sniffed again. Henry couldn’t say he was just imagining this! He smelled smoke with every breath he took!

“Henry!” Alec shouted at the top of his voice. He jumped out of bed and began shaking his friend.

Startled, Henry sat upright. “Eh? Uh. W-what’s the matter, Alec?”

“Smoke! Let’s get out of here!”

Henry sniffed quickly, then threw the covers off.

Alec tossed Henry’s pants to him while pulling on his own. “I looked out the window but couldn’t see anything,” Alec said. Their room faced east.

“Might be the smoke from that other fire just coming downwind,” Henry said, pulling on his clothes. “After they’d put it out,” he added quickly.

They were out in the hall when Mr. Ramsay and Tony opened the door of the next room. They had their clothes half on. “You woke us, Alec. Where do you think it’s coming from?”

“We’re goin’ to see,” Henry said, running to the stairs. “You’d better wake up the manager of this place.”

Alec was following Henry down the stairs when the door of Jim Neville’s room opened and the newspaperman shouted after them.

Outside the inn the smell of wood smoke was very distinct. And to the west the somber red of fire lightened the night sky.

“The farm!” Alec shouted shrilly. “It’s right there, Henry!”

“Behind it!” Henry shouted. “Get the keys to your father’s car, Alec!”

The boy was running back toward the steps when Jim Neville came out the door. “We’ll use my car, Alec. C’mon!”

Reaching Jim’s car, all three squeezed into the front seat and the columnist quickly drove away. They sped down the main street, then turned left onto the blacktop road.

When they reached the bridge, Jim Neville said grimly, “The wind is coming from the west, bringing the fire right toward us. The rangers will be able to stop it when it reaches the valley.”

But for Alec there was no solace in Jim’s words. Directly ahead the sky was becoming brighter and in the path of the sweeping wind-driven fire was the state farm. “Faster, Jim!” he shouted. “We’ve got to get there before the fire!”

“Got her down to the floor now,” was all Jim said.

They came off the blacktop road and onto the dirt without slackening speed. They could see the smoke before the fire.… It was moving, waving, drifting all about them.

The woods closed in upon the road and the air became soft and warm as they traveled closer toward the heart of the fire.

“It hasn’t reached the barn yet,” Henry cried. “I’m sure it hasn’t! Hurry up, Jim! We’re going to make it!”

Bouncing, swaying, the car tore down the dirt road, and when they finally came to the left turn leading to the farm, they could actually hear the roar of the fire.

And when they reached the farm they saw it! From the dark pine forest behind the barn came the roar of wind and fire. Flames reached out amid the treetops, grasping, devouring everything in their path.

But the gazes of the three in the car left this blazing line of fire for the barn. Out of the door, one by one, came the horses!

“The vet and his men must be in the barn!” Henry shouted. “They’re driving the horses out of there.”

Phar Fly was the first horse out of the barn and, galloping, he went directly to the open gate leading into the field. Avenger followed him, and closely behind came Cavaliere, Sea King and Kashmir.

“But they can’t get out that way!” Alec yelled as Jim brought the car to a stop. “They’ll be cornered by the fire there!”

Alec was out of the car and running toward the barn when Satan galloped through the doors, his nostrils dilated and snorting in the smoke-filled air. Alec called to him, but the burly colt bolted and followed the others into the field.

“Satan! Satan!” Alec screamed at the top of his voice.

The boy turned back to the barn to find Napoleon coming through the door. Desperately he attempted to head him off, but the old gray swerved away from him to join the others in their run down the long field from which there was no escape.

When Alec stepped inside the barn a heavy bay horse came directly at him and the boy recognized the second test horse. Catching him by the halter, he held him until Henry joined them. “Take him to the road, Henry!” The boy ran into the barn.

The smoke was denser there than outside, and the roar of the fire was almost upon them. He made out the forms of the veterinarian and his men at the Black’s stall. Then the door opened and, screaming, the stallion plunged from his stall and came down the corridor.

Alec flung himself at the Black’s head when the stallion swept by. His fingers found the halter and held it, but there was no slackening of the Black’s stride and Alec was pulled along the floor.

And at that moment the fire reached the barn.
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Just outside the door the Black came to an abrupt stop and Alec heard Henry shout, “Let go! I’ve got him. Get to the car! Quick!”

But Alec’s hand remained on the stallion’s halter while he struggled to get to his feet. The veterinarian and his men ran past and, looking back, Alec saw the roof of the barn already engulfed in flames. Behind the barn and as far as he could see everything was a blinding spectacle of white and golden fury, and his eyes blurred as he looked upon it.

Acres of dry forest had been devoured by the flames, and now the strong wind was carrying the line of sweeping fire to the men. The air was alive with tiny particles of fire, and Alec’s face smarted and stung as he hurried along beside the Black toward where Jim Neville was waiting in the car. The veterinarian’s car sped down the road with the men shouting back for them to hurry still faster.

Suddenly the stallion half-reared, simultaneously whistling his ringing blast of hate and menace. Turning to the field, Alec saw the racers coming in a group around the bend. For a moment he thought they were running for the gate and the road, but then they turned, galloping back down the field at sight of the fire. Frantically Alec called to Satan, but the burly colt moved away with the others.

The Black whistled again, and this time a shrill neigh answered his challenge! It was then that Alec saw Napoleon move away from the upper edges of the field. The gray horse stood still, undecided whether or not to follow the racers.

Shaking his disheveled head, the Black whistled again.

Henry held him firm, trying to pull him toward the road. “Hurry him up, Alec!” he shouted. “We’ve only got a few minutes before the fire reaches the road, then there’s no getting out!”

Alec moved the Black faster, but his eyes remained on Napoleon. Suddenly, around the bend of the field Satan appeared again, running alone! His giant black body moved uncertainly as he swerved abruptly in one direction, then another, seeking escape from the fenced field.

“Satan! Satan!” screamed Alec. If only his colt would go to the gate and if Napoleon would follow him! They still had time before the fire reached the road!

But Satan turned away from the gate once he felt the terrible onslaught of heat. Screaming, he bolted toward Napoleon. And when he swept past the gray, Napoleon whinnied and followed him down the field.

“No! No! No!” Alec cried hysterically.

“My God! Move, Alec. Move! We can’t help them!” Henry was pushing Alec, trying to move the boy and stallion past the car. “Let him go in front of us,” he shouted. “We’ll run the car behind him!”

But the boy turned his head to look once more at the sweeping line of fire racing through the pine tops, sweeping across the grass. The barn was gone, the dry grass before the barn was already afire; in a matter of seconds now the gate would be closed forever to the horses. And then the fire would sweep through the trees surrounding the long and narrow field; the horses would be ringed by flame and driven to their destruction! Was this the horrible fate that was to befall all except the Black? Could he do nothing for them … for Satan, for Napoleon?

Suddenly, the Black uttered another terrifying blast. Alec saw Napoleon standing alone at the curve in the field. But the gray came no closer. Now there was no need; he couldn’t reach the gate before the fire. There was no way out.

“Let the Black go now, Alec!” Henry yelled simultaneously with Jim Neville’s shout of warning from the car. But the boy still held on to the Black’s halter while Henry attempted to pull him away. “We can’t do anything for the others, Alec! We can’t! We can’t!”

As though in added emphasis to Henry’s shrill cries, the treetops beside the road bent low before the flames, sparks needling the air like thousands upon thousands of fireflies. The raging inferno was reaching out for them in great and terrible leaps.

Jim Neville had the car moving behind them while Henry continued to tear furiously at Alec’s hands to make him let go of the Black. Screaming, the stallion rose, pulling Alec away from Henry. The boy held on, turning him to the side of the road. Desperately, Henry reached out, then cried, “Alec! Alec!” … for the boy had turned the stallion all the way around. He was running beside the stallion, he was flinging himself on his horse. Alec was going back.

Henry ran after him, tripped on the bumper of the car and fell to the ground. When he recovered his feet, Jim Neville had him by the arm, pulling him toward the car. The columnist was shouting to Henry, but his words were lost in the tumult of the fire. The air about them was aflame when Henry found himself inside the car. He tried to open the door, but Jim Neville held him and pressed his foot hard on the accelerator. When Henry broke Jim’s grasp, he looked back to find the fire already across the road. He slumped limply in his seat, his large hands covering his face.

Alec hid his head in the Black’s mane to avoid the flying sparks and heat as he went back. He held the stallion to the road only long enough for the Black to quicken his strides, then he turned him to the fence. The stallion never challenged Alec’s guiding hand; he saw the fence and his strides lengthened. It was high, but the boy knew his horse could jump it. He touched the Black, then let him alone. There was a gathering of mighty muscles, then a sudden lurch and Alec moved his body forward with the stallion.

The Black came down lightly on the other side of the fence and was again in full stride before Alec moved his head back from the straining neck. They were in the field with the fire behind them! There remained a way out for the horses, but the Black would have to beat the flames! Alec saw Napoleon standing at the bend in the field, but he turned the stallion away from the gray, taking him closer to the edges of the field. For it was here, somewhere, that he had seen the vine-covered gate and the forest lane beyond. It was this he had so suddenly remembered when he had thought there was no escape for the trapped horses. It was the hidden gate that had brought him back.

Just before the bend he reached it and brought the Black hard against the wooden bars. They held in spite of the stallion’s weight and Alec reached down, taking precious seconds to pull the bars loose from the posts and clinging vines and let them fall heavily to the ground. He saw the lane beyond while he turned the Black away from it. Now he wished he knew whether it went to the valley, to the road or to the feared dead end. How he regretted never having walked down it, just once, during all his time spent at the farm. For their lives, his and the horses’, now depended on what was at the end of this forest lane.

Napoleon neighed wildly when he saw the Black approaching. But the gray stood still before the heat of the fire and let the stallion come to him. Pulling up beside Napoleon, Alec grabbed his halter and moved him toward the gate. The gray fought Alec as the heat became more intense; the woods on either side of the field were afire as was the dry grass only a few hundred yards above the gate.

Alec held Napoleon until they reached the gate, then he let him go, slapping him hard on his haunches. But there was no need to urge the gray to greater speed, for now he saw the open lane before him and, plunging forward, he galloped down it.

The Black wanted to follow Napoleon, and for a second Alec hesitated. Already the forest lane ahead was alive with pinpoints of light that preceded the flames. Behind him, ever louder, came the terrible roar of fire and wind. He didn’t turn to look at it again. His ears told him of its nearness. A few minutes more and this lane, too, would be closed by fire. Would he have time?

He was whirling the Black away from the gate even as he asked himself this question. For Satan was with the others. And Satan was his colt. He wouldn’t … couldn’t … leave him behind.

Alec goaded the Black to greater speed in the run for the bend in the field. As the stallion rounded it his strides lengthened, and Alec knew there was no need to urge the Black to go faster now. For the stallion had seen Satan as the burly colt moved across the end of the field to a far corner. Running before Satan were the others, terrified and bolting in short, frantic bursts of speed, first in one direction, then another, seeking escape and not finding it.

In full gallop, the Black uttered his shrill, piercing challenge. It was filled with hate and defiance, and Alec knew that temporarily the great stallion had forgotten the fire at sight of the stallions. Urging him on, Alec pulled the maddened horse toward Satan in the far corner, for his plan was to drive them along the fence up to the open gate.

Even here, several hundred yards before the fire, the air was hot and it stung his face and eyes. He wanted to close his eyes but couldn’t … for now the Black was rapidly bearing down upon Satan, and his one intent was to kill.

A few strides away from Satan, Alec sat upright, waving his arm and shouting at the top of his voice. For a fraction of a second Satan stood still, undecided, then he broke, running behind the others along the fence.

Swerving, the Black went after him, but Alec pulled him toward Cavaliere, who was trying to break away from the group. The Black screamed and turned upon the brown stallion. Alec felt the fury within the great black body, yet he would have done nothing to quell it had he been able to do so. For it was only the Black’s hatred for the other stallions and their fear of him that would make it possible to drive them back toward the gate.

The racers broke their tight group when they felt the increasing heat of the fire. They bolted away from the fence and Alec turned the stallion after them. Avenger broke farthest away and Alec headed him off, turning him up the field.

The Black swerved sharply in his desire to reach Avenger, and Alec lost his balance; his hands grabbed frantically at the long mane, holding on to it while he regained his seat. He knew that he never would have caught the Black again had he fallen off.

The racers were running along the fence once more, and Alec kept the Black a little behind and outside the group. The air was becoming too hot to breathe. His throat was tight; he couldn’t swallow. The roar of the fire became so great that even the thunderous hoofs racing across the ground could not be heard.

The Black screamed. It was not a scream of haughty defiance and challenge now, but of terror and fright.

They were very close to the gate when Alec saw the burning grass before it … a short line of fire that had been ignited by the flying sparks. They would have to cross it to reach the lane!

The racers swerved away to the left, but Alec drove the Black into them. Screaming, the Black forgot his terror of the fire with the impact of heavy bodies. For a few seconds there was an onslaught of thrashing hoofs and raking teeth as the frantic stallions fought one another to get away.

Alec continued pulling the Black’s head, directing his attention from one stallion to another. Suddenly Alec saw Sea King’s gray body bolt from the group and with a quick jump clear the line of fire. Avenger followed Sea King, and, goading the Black, Alec drove the stallion back against the others. Phar Fly saw Avenger go through the open gate and with a sudden burst of speed he, too, jumped the fire. Cavaliere and Kashmir were next to follow, leaving Satan alone to meet the Black’s furious attacks.

Satan rose high on his hindlegs and the Black went up to meet him. Alec felt the terrible impact of heavy bodies as they met. He was losing his seat when the stallions came down. The Black was moving forward again to renew the fight when suddenly Satan whirled and, leaping over the burning grass, went through the open gate.

Screaming in fury, the Black followed him.

The cry of hope which Alec uttered as soon as the Black followed Satan down the lane came to an abrupt end. For ahead he saw that the tops of the trees were already aflame! The lane below was still clear, but it would be only a matter of seconds before it, too, became an inferno.

Satan was running with giant strides in his effort to overtake the other racers more than a hundred yards ahead. All were running wild, their hate and fear of the Black gone with the flames that swept above them.

The ground all about Alec was being engulfed by lashing, leaping flames. And their roar was so great that the boy heard nothing … only silence. It was unreal. It was a dream … a nightmare. Even the horses ahead were but ghostly apparitions, phantoms floating through the dim, murky veil of heat.

Yet beneath him worked the tremendous muscles of the Black as the stallion reached out with great strides and extended head. So he knew this had to be real … this race with fire.

Snorting, the Black stretched out, but he did not gain any ground on Satan. Alec did not goad him to greater speed, knowing full well that the giant stallion had not reached his limit and would rise to it when it suited him.

They were racing the fire … not Satan or Phar Fly, Sea King, Avenger, Cavaliere or Kashmir. That the Black should keep ahead of the flames was all that mattered. Fate had decided that this was the time and the place for the great race.… Yet Fate had willed, too, that their swiftest opponent would be an added starter … this wind-driven, all-engulfing fire. And upon the speed of the horses depended their very lives!

Suddenly a deafening roar exploded directly overhead. Flaming tongues and spires dropped all about them. The stallion leaped forward in terror and Alec glanced back to see the white, seething flames swallowing the lane directly behind them and coming forward with inconceivable swiftness.

Terrified, the Black was reaching his utmost speed. No longer was he running Satan down to kill him; hate and menace for the others were gone, leaving only frenzied fear of the flames which sought to devour his straining body.

Racing the wind that drove the fire upon them, the Black followed closely behind Satan as the burly colt bore down upon the others. Together they were out-racing wind and fire and overhauling the fastest racers in the world!

But suddenly the lane swept sharply to the left, almost doubling back, retreating into the path of the fire! Alec heard the agonized screams of the horses in front as the heat and flames burst upon them. The air was filled with flaming pine cones and branches, searing and burning as they struck glistening bodies.

The Black screamed and his strides slowed before the inferno ahead. But there was no turning back and he followed Satan.

Paralyzed with fear, Alec watched the racers ahead. For as long as they kept going the lane was still clear. If they stopped it meant the end for all.

Abruptly the lane turned again and Alec shouted hysterically when he saw the horses move away from the path of the fire. The Black followed Satan around the turn and ahead the lane was clear once more except for the canopy of leaping flames above. To their left Alec saw the dirt road, running parallel with the lane but inaccessible because of the trees. He knew the valley couldn’t be more than a half-mile away now!

The Black screamed again as a burning pine cone struck his rump, and he surged forward at greater speed. A few strides ahead, Satan had caught Cavaliere and was passing him. The Black drew alongside and for a second the brown stallion kept up with him, then fell behind.

Satan was bunched with Kashmir, Sea King and Phar Fly, with Avenger running a length ahead, his small body leveled out, almost touching the ground.

Alec looked behind to see the flames bright behind Cavaliere; then he turned ahead again.

The Black drew closer and closer to the small group, and just as he moved upon them Satan pulled ahead, moving on toward Avenger. Straining bodies rose and fell beside Alec as the Black moved past them, following Satan.

Suddenly the Black uttered a terrifying blast and Alec felt the stallion gather himself. His giant strides came faster. He passed Avenger, then moved up on the burly colt.

It was then that Satan screamed, too, and for a moment Alec thought the colt was going to turn upon the Black. But instead he leveled out still more, keeping ahead of the stallion. Stride for stride they thundered, straining for every bit of speed within their great bodies.

Then Alec, too, let out a cry, for ahead he saw the break in the forest and the rolling, open fields of the valley! They had beaten the fire, outraced the wind! He turned back once more to the racers. They would make it … all of them! Cavaliere was closest to the flames, but the fire wouldn’t catch him. They had only a hundred yards to go!

A hundred yards.

Alec turned to the open fields ahead, then to Satan’s heaving body beside him. Neck for neck, the Black and his colt were racing. Bending low, Alec pressed his head close to the Black.

Both horses screamed again as their nostrils caught the clear air of the valley. Satan’s ears were back and flat against his head as he pushed his nose in front of the Black. But then, in one mighty surge, the stallion began moving ahead. Inch by inch he moved past Satan until the colt’s extended head fell back to the stallion’s hindquarters. And the Black was more than a length in front of Satan when they broke from the forest and hurtled down the slope to the safety of the valley floor.
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Henry’s gnarled hands were clasped firmly about the wheel as he kept the van close behind Mr. Ramsay’s car. He sat heavily in his seat with his round bull head slouched down between hunched shoulders. During the six hours they had been on the road he had talked little to Alec, yet very frequently he had looked at him, carefully studying the boy’s face before turning back to the road. Alec’s eyebrows and lashes had been singed close and his hair cropped even shorter by the fire; his face showed several red blotches where sparks had struck. But only his hands had required attention and they had been bandaged by the doctor.

If the boy was conscious of Henry’s continued scrutiny, he did not disclose it. Most of the time he had his head out the van window, always answering Tony’s waving hand from the car ahead and turning to the rear to watch the van carrying Satan.

“Just a few more miles now,” Alec said excitedly when they turned off the main highway, following Mr. Ramsay’s car up a steep hill.

“Yep,” Henry said, shifting into low gear. Once more he turned to look at the boy, and this time he said, “You’re sure you don’t want to tell me any more about the fire, Alec?”

Shifting uneasily in his seat, the boy asked, “What more is there to tell, Henry? I found the lane and thank God it led to the valley. Satan and the Black are with us.… We’re going home.”

Henry glanced into the rear-view mirror before saying quietly, “Sure, I know, Alec. And that’s all that matters. But …” He paused, undecided, then continued, “Well, it’s just that I caught a glimpse of you during the fire. That was when you neared the road. We were up ahead an’ I couldn’t see much before the forest closed in on you again. All that mattered then was that you and the horses were out in front of the fire. It’s still all that matters,” he corrected himself hastily. “But while we’ve been driving I got to thinkin’ that maybe the International Cup race took place after all.” Henry paused. “I guess you’re the only one who could answer that,” he concluded without taking his eyes from the road.

Alec was silent while behind him the Black struck the side of the van and Napoleon whinnied.

“ ’Course you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” Henry said slowly.

Turning to the small window in the back of the cab, Alec reached through to put a bandaged hand on the stallion’s muzzle. “What do you want to know, Henry?” he asked.

His friend turned to him, and Alec saw the tiny pinpoints of light in Henry’s gray eyes.

“Satan was behind the others when I saw you. Did he catch any of them, Alec?”

“He did, Henry.”

“Then you think he could’ve beaten them in a race. Is that right, Alec?”

“He did beat them, Henry,” Alec returned quietly.

“Y’mean he made up the whole distance?” Alec nodded.

“I knew he could do it,” the trainer said proudly. “I just knew he could! But then his face sobered and thoughtfully he turned to the rear-view mirror to glance at the van carrying Satan.

Watching him, Alec knew what Henry was thinking. Had the Black gone up with Satan? Had the Black possibly beaten him? The boy understood Henry’s glory and pride in the burly colt he had grown to love. And now the fear of defeat was very evident in the old trainer’s face.

It was a long while before Henry asked hesitantly, “Was the Black able to catch ’em, too?” His face was tight-lipped, intense.

“Yes, he did,” Alec returned slowly.

After a long pause, Henry said, “It was a lot to ask of him, carrying your weight.” The trainer turned again to the rear-view mirror and his heavy jowls worked convulsively as he added huskily, “Too much of a handicap to expect him to catch Satan as well.” He turned to the boy. “Not a colt like Satan.”

Alec raised his eyes quickly to meet Henry’s gaze. Without hesitation he said, “No, Henry … you couldn’t expect that of him.”

Henry’s heavy jowls relaxed; his tight lips parted in a smile. “We’ve got the finest horses in the world, Alec,” he said almost in awe. “They don’t come any greater than those two. We know that now.”

They followed Mr. Ramsay’s car to the summit of the hill, with Henry talking excitedly of their plans for the future and the colts to come. But for a moment Alec sat back in his seat, content in the knowledge that he alone knew of the Black’s superior speed. No, you couldn’t expect the Black with such a handicap to catch Satan. But he had!

From the top of the hill they could see the valley below, set like a gem amidst the rolling, open countryside. But then they started down, and the evergreens curtained the valley from their sight.

Reaching the bottom of the hill, they followed the road across cleared fields. A wide stream cut the valley and they crossed it by going through the wooden shed of a covered bridge. On the other side they turned right, following the stream.

“We’ve got to get some mares,” Henry said abruptly. “They’re as important as having a great stallion like the Black. A sire is only half, remember that.”

“We won’t buy any until we’re sure we have the right ones, Henry,” Alec said.

“An’ all our colts aren’t going to be Satans, y’know,” Henry continued. “We’ll have hard times in this business, Alec. It’s not goin’ to be easy.”

“I know that, Henry,” the boy returned. “But it’s what we both want, isn’t it?”

“It’s that, all right,” Henry said.

They came to a white board fence running parallel with the road and turning to sweep far across the fields. Henry smiled, and Alec said to the Black, “You’re home, boy!”

When Alec had settled back once more in his seat, Henry asked, “I wonder if you’d do me a favor?”

“Sure, Henry. You know I will.”

“I had a letter from an old friend a while back … his name is Jimmy Creech.” Henry paused. “Jimmy’s been racing horses for over forty years. He’s a grand guy, Alec.”

“Is he a trainer?”

“Well, that and more, Alec. Y’see, he races harness horses.… He won the Hambletonian once. Jimmy wasn’t content to be just a trainer like me.… He wanted more than that; he wanted to take an active part in the race. So he went into harness racing forty years ago, like I said, an’ he’s still at it.” Henry smiled. “A state or county fair wouldn’t be anything without havin’ Jimmy Creech sittin’ in the sulky driving like the devil he is.”

“But what do you want me to do, Henry?” Alec asked curiously.

“Things haven’t been goin’ too well for Jimmy the last few years. He’s been sick off an’ on and hasn’t been able to race much. He’s just about broke. But in his letter to me he said that he’d held on to his best mare an’ that he was going to spend all the money he had left breedin’ her to as good a stallion as he could get this winter.” Henry turned to Alec. “I was thinkin’ that maybe we could do him the favor of breeding his mare to the Black. I’d sure like to do it for him. But it’s up to you,” he added.

“I’d like to do it for him, too,” Alec said quickly. “Write him and tell him so, Henry.”

Mr. Ramsay’s car turned off the road, coming to a stop. Tony got out of the car and opened the wide gate. Before them stretched the entrance to Hopeful Farm, with all its great expectations of things to come.

They drove down the tree-lined lane toward the small stone house at the end. But the eyes of Alec and Henry were fastened on the long red barn set far to the left of the house.

The Black neighed shrilly and Alec turned to him while Henry said, “No more racing days for him. From now on it’s his colts who will do the running. And may they all take after him.”

The stallion shoved his muzzle through the small window, and Alec pressed his cheek hard against him.
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The stallion tossed his head, sniffing the spring air with dilated nostrils. He was a coal-black silhouette against the golden light of early morning. Within his great body was a fierce, insistent, almost intolerable longing for a mate. He became more excited than ever when the wind brought the sharp odor of mares to him from a distant pasture.

He gave a sudden shrill neigh which was clearly meant for the mares he could not see but knew were there. He gathered himself, rocked back on his hindquarters, and plunged forward. The morning echoed to the wild pounding of his hoofs as he raced down the field, his black mane and long, thick tail gleaming brilliantly in the sun.

He kept close to the arrow-straight fence which separated him from other paddocks and fields like his own, all green with lush grass. When he came to the end he stretched his head high, peering over the top board.

Now he could see the mares and he shrilled again the high, clear note of the stallion—challenging and passionate and urgent with life. His calls shattered the morning stillness and some of the mares raised their heads and turned his way. A few began to gallop in wide circles but the majority continued grazing as if they had not heard his love call. He repeated his clear, happy neigh of desire, hoping to attract the running mares—but soon they, too, turned away from him and continued grazing.

In ever-mounting fury and frustration he raced back and forth along the high fence, displaying all his speed and strength and fire. When he stopped it was only to paw the ground and send clods of earth flying. His neigh changed with his stomping; it became more metallic and threatening, more demanding than loving.

The mares raised their heads again and listened. They saw the stallion in all his maturity and masterfulness. They listened to his calls, which rang so defiantly across the field. Then, as one, they took flight, streaming away from him in a tangle of bodies and plunging hoofs.

He watched them go, his eyes sparkling with a savage fire. He continued snorting and the veins beneath his silken coat swelled. He rushed madly in a wild gallop that sent the earth flying from his hoofs.

Later, when his anger was spent, he sought the shade of a towering oak tree. There he carefully lowered his body to the ground. He rolled over, his legs hanging limply in the air, and rubbed his back and hindquarters against the cool turf.

Alec Ramsay had watched his horse from a perch on the top board of the fence. “Is that the way to behave?” he called to the Black. “You should know better.”

The stallion continued rolling, paying no attention to him. It didn’t matter; Alec had learned long ago to speak to the Black whether or not the stallion listened.

Alec smelled the pungent odor of steaming cane juice in the air and looked beyond the green carpet of fenced pastures to the tall chimneys of a distant sugar mill. Long columns of gray smoke floated and wavered above the stacks, scenting the land with an almost overpowering sweetness. Sugarfoot Ranch was an appropriate name for this place, he decided.

After having spent the previous two months in the teeming coastal city of Miami, Alec had not expected south-central Florida to be as enjoyable as it was. Most winter visitors, like himself, were lured to the coastal areas and never saw the vast, sparsely populated region on the edge of the Everglades.

He turned his face to the tropical sun, enjoying it and the peaceful quiet. His hard body beneath T-shirt and jeans was as brown as his face. He was thoroughly happy with his well-earned vacation after the grueling races at Hialeah Park in Miami. There was no one around to tell him what to do. The Black was his sole responsibility. It was almost as it had been in the beginning, so long ago.

He watched a great heron in long-legged flight against the blue sky and listened to its raucous cry. He followed it as it flew low over a grove of tall coconut palms, the fronds moving languidly in the soft breeze.

His gaze returned to his horse and he found the Black still lying on his back, his hind legs drawn up and forelegs spread outward. Alec smiled; it was a most unusual position for a horse who led such an active life. Perhaps the Black, too, was succumbing to the languor of this land.

Alec shifted his body in order to get into a more comfortable position on the fence. He wondered if this might not be an ideal place to raise horses. Henry Dailey had suggested as much before leaving to oversee the training of several two-year-olds in New York. Henry, his old friend and trainer, had suggested they might even purchase a small farm in this area as an annex to Hopeful Farm up north. They would move their young stock here and, perhaps, some of the older horses that needed a long rest in the sun.

It was not a new idea, Alec had reminded Henry, for the Ocala area in upper-central Florida had become very popular with horse breeders as a year-round operation.

“Too popular,” Henry had answered. “Land is more costly there, and we don’t need to be with the others. This area is worth considering. Think about it while I’m gone.”

There were advantages and disadvantages to it, Alec thought. The area was more suitable for the growing of sugar cane and vegetables than pasture grass. It was reclaimed swampland, the soil a black carpet of peat muck. Beneath it, of course, was the solid bedrock of coral limestone that shaped and held the Florida peninsula.

The rich farmland had been reclaimed by a flood control basin which the United States Army Engineers had constructed to contain the waters of Lake Okeechobee to the north. They had diverted the waters which normally had flowed over this area and drifted south to nourish the Everglades. It had meant thousands of square miles of new agricultural land and communities. But it also meant, Alec reflected bitterly, the ultimate death of the great swamp. More and more canals were being built, not only by the Army engineers but by private developers promising “residential neighborhoods where wild animals once lived.”

Alec turned and faced south, where he could see an endless tawny blaze of light that seemed to merge and mingle with the rays of the rising sun. He was at the doorstep of the wild Everglades, and after what he had read and heard of the immensity of the swamp, he wondered if bulldozers and draglines would ever be able to transform it completely into the realtors’ promised Garden of Eden. He stared in that direction a long time.

Finally, he roused himself, shaking his head and wondering why on this morning he should be drawn to the swamp, as if by a magnet, when he never had thought much about it before.

Perhaps, he decided, the peace, the languor, or whatever one wished to call it was changing his metabolism as it seemed to be doing to the Black this very moment.

He jumped down from the fence, determined to disturb the quiet of the morning. He rode the Black daily, and today must be no exception. The spring racing season would open soon in New York and they were scheduled to be there. Henry had given them a few weeks to freshen up from their hard winter campaign but no more than that.

He walked over to his horse, wondering if he’d be able to acquire another paddock for him. It was the first time he’d seen mares turned out in the adjacent field, and he did not want the Black distracted. It was difficult enough in the spring of the year without having a band of broodmares in the next field! He knew that mares generally coped with the breeding season better than stallions; they possessed patience, whereas stallions, once started on a breeding program, felt only the persistent drive to mate.

He was glad Henry had not been around to see the mares in the adjacent pasture. He’d have raised the devil. It was an oversight, Alec knew, and he’d be able to straighten it out with Joe Early, the ranch manager, later in the day.

The Black had rolled over on his side and was the picture of a horse completely at ease. His eyes were open, and when he saw Alec coming toward him with the lead shank, he scrambled to his feet. He did not run away but stood still—as quiet as the morning—proud and long-limbed, waiting.

Alec snapped the shank on the halter ring. He never got tired of looking at his horse. He would always stand in awe of the Black, no matter how long he had him.

Few ever saw the true greatness in the Black without standing close to him. No picture could convey it. Nor could it be seen from fence rail or grandstand, as electric as his presence and speed might be. One had to stand beside him to appreciate the arrogance and nobility that were stamped on his small fine head. One had to rub him with soft cloths and brushes to see how well every part of his seventeen-hand body fitted together to make him the greatest runner of all time.

Alec watched the stallion’s ears, for his horse talked with his ears. Now they flicked south in the direction of the Everglades.

Alec answered with his hands, running them down the arched neck. Then he said aloud, “You too? Okay, we’ll go that way this morning if only for a change of scenery.”

His fingers rubbed the ridge of the stallion’s neck. “We’re on vacation, you and I,” he said. “We can do pretty much as we please with Henry gone.”

There was a long sun-filled day ahead of them. Early up and early to bed, that alone was the rule on vacation and an easy one to keep.

“You’re a good fellow,” Alec said softly. The Black turned his head toward him, as if listening attentively. Alec knew that his horse understood the warmth of his words if not the precise meaning, and that was all that mattered. He felt the stallion’s breath against his face. There was a gentleness, too, about his horse which few people ever saw. The large eyes gazed calmly and trustfully into his own.

“We’d probably get pretty lazy staying here all the time,” he said. “You and I need a change of seasons. I don’t think this place would be good for us at all.”

The Black snorted.

“Not that we can’t have fun here,” Alec continued, rubbing the soft muzzle. “And there’s no reason why we can’t see some of the swamp today. No reason at all.”

He paused before mounting, aware of an odd feeling coming over him. It was vague but there, an awareness that this morning somehow was not like other mornings. He shrugged his shoulders. Today was like any other day, he told himself, except that he would ride south for a change and do some exploring.

He passed a hand along the stallion’s backbone, waiting for the headiness, almost a feeling of momentary intoxication, to leave him. He decided that the feeling might be one of pure joy at having his horse to himself for a change.

It had taken three days of Henry’s absence for him to realize how glad he was to be free of the trainer’s yoke. He longed for complete abandon and freedom of movement, if only for a short while. Ahead of him was a long summer of racing, unremitting in its toil and preparation. And, when he wasn’t racing, there was work to be done at Hopeful Farm. Good help was hard to get and even more difficult to keep. Every free day would be used to help repair fences and barns, to harrow paddocks, to care for the new foals and to cut, bale and store hay for the winter. One never caught up. Time taken out—even for racing—was never regained.

Alec thought longingly of the days when his every move did not have to be obedient and useful, when he could be off on the Black, to go where he liked and as he pleased.

“Why not ride bareback this morning?” he asked himself. “Why not leave the saddle and bridle behind? Why not ride him the way I used to?”

Alec reached up and grasped the stallion’s mane with both hands. He spoke to the Black as he backed up beside the horse’s head. Then he took two short, springy steps forward and swung his legs up while pulling on the mane at the same time. His body rolled and twisted in the air, reaching for seventeen hands of horse!

He landed astride the Black, his hands and legs communicating immediately to his horse in a language of their own. He could control the Black’s direction and pace by the pressure of a knee or calf, by the touch of a heel on his flank or a hand on his neck. Sometimes all that was necessary was a sound from his lips.

There would be no bridle or saddle today—no restrictions upon him or his horse. This was going to be a different kind of a day!

He squeezed his horse into a canter and cued him into a left lead. He made a large circle, hastening and smoothing the stallion’s strides until he had him almost in a full gallop.

“Too fast, too cocky,” he warned himself, slowing down the Black as they approached the closed gate of the paddock.

When they were outside, Alec turned the Black south and did not check his horse’s speed. He was happier than he’d been in a long time. He was not merely at home on the Black; he belonged entirely to him. It was as if he had no other existence. There was no room for anything else.

The stallion’s strides came swift and easy, between a gallop and a run, what racetrack people call a “breeze.” Alec settled down to enjoy the ride. In a short while he’d slow down the Black, but for the moment he let the wind water his eyes. He listened to the beat of the Black’s hoofs over the dirt road. The secret of his horse’s success lay not only in his great strength and speed but also in his perfect rhythm and unwasted motion.

Alec moved closer to the stallion’s neck and adjusted himself to the rhythm of the stallion’s strides. He felt a sudden urge to let him go into a headlong run, for the sound of the Black’s running hoofs had always broken the world apart for him! The taste of the wind, when the Black was in full flight, brought him greater joy than anything else in the world!

Alec spoke softly, a sound rather than a word, and the Black broke swiftly into full run. The triple, throbbing beat of his racing hoofs over the dirt road came faster and louder. He thrust out his small head as if ready to extend himself to the fullest; his haunches glittered in the early morning sun like black satin.

Alec’s eyes were as bright as his mount’s. The Black was reveling in his freedom from bit and saddle! Still, Alec knew he must keep him under control. He pushed away the stallion’s mane that streamed back at him, clearing his blurred eyes so he could see objects along the road. Instinctively he began estimating furlongs and began counting off the seconds, down to fifths of seconds, keeping time in his mind. Every jockey needed to know the pace of his mount, whether running at full speed or not, and Alec never stopped practicing because he knew it was not a question of talent but of hard work. Also, he didn’t want the Black to run himself into the ground.

After a mile, he slowed the Black to a walk. He let go of the mane and wiped the sweat from his face. They were close enough to the Everglades for him to be able to smell the rank odor that blew from the swamp.

Suddenly the air took on a warning bite. Alec had the same feeling he’d had earlier, an awareness that this morning was not like other mornings. But now another element had been added. He stopped the Black in his tracks. He didn’t know if the danger he felt was real or something he sensed in the air around him. But he knew it was there, somewhere in the Everglades.
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Alec’s gaze swept over the saw-grass empire, colored like ripe wheat nearby but shading to emerald green in the distance. It was a wild bright plain, neither land nor water, with no visible limits. It was a land mostly untouched by human hands. It was motionless—and yet Alec sensed in it a throbbing heartbeat of its own.

He shrugged off the feeling of apprehension that had come to him. There was no reason to fear this watery wilderness that was being drained by the canals. He realized that the huge swamp was resisting, fighting for its life. This was evident in the sun-bitten vastness spreading before him as if in challenge to all those who sought to destroy it.

The dirt road went to a remote and isolated Seminole Indian village a couple of miles away. The people there were hunters, he had been told, and lived on one of the high islands in the swamp known as hammocks.

His gaze turned to the nearest hammock, a round clump of land with tall palms silhouetted against the brazen sky. There were some birds flying above it and he watched them vanish behind the palm fronds. There were other hammocks to the west, some larger, others smaller, all emerging from the green-and-yellow-speared sea.

Alec moved his horse on. He had come this far, and there was no reason to turn back now. He did not mind the quiet of the swamp after the months of pandemonium at Hialeah racetrack.

Just ahead, a score of buzzards rose from a mud flat at the sound of the Black’s hoofs. Alec watched them move awkwardly in swift, waddling flight. They didn’t go far but stayed directly above, planing in lazy circles, waiting for him to pass.

When he rode by he saw a dead alligator, its body furnishing forage for the hideous carrion birds. The buzzards had ripped flesh and entrails into a shredded horror; he turned away.

For the first time Alec thought of the devastation to wildlife that the drainage canals must even now be bringing to the Everglades. Yet as he looked at the immensity of the land that stretched as far south as the Gulf of Mexico, he doubted that the swamp ever would be conquered completely by man. It was not meant for human habitation. It belonged to wildlife alone.

Later he came to an unexpected fork in the road and brought the Black to a halt. One way led to the Seminole Indian village, while the other road wound its way through the vast wilderness of swamp to the southwest. Far in the distance Alec saw a large hammock and decided the road went there. Perhaps it was one used as a base by hunters.

He would go in that direction rather than to the Indian village. The road had been built high, creating a dike that held surface water within the area. The saw-grass spears were tall and green beyond, and he would have a chance to see part of the true swamp before draglines and bulldozers destroyed it.

Alec kept the Black at a slow canter, knowing he could go to the distant hammock and back without ever tiring his horse. The stallion’s ears were alert; he would miss nothing and appeared as eager as Alec to go on.

For several miles he rode in a silence that seemed to become part of his bloodstream. The hot sun beat down mercilessly on his bare head and he felt as if he were crossing a desert and looking forward to reaching an oasis in the distant hammock. A dusty brown snake crossed the road just ahead and disappeared into the saw grass. It might be a water moccasin, he thought, and cautioned himself that he must not let the heat and silence dull his senses.

For a long while he rode on until, finally, he approached the hammock. It was even larger than he’d thought and the trees created a towering wall of cypress before him, making it difficult to tell where land left off and the dark water of the swamp began. The water rose high around the cypress knees, and the hammock appeared all the more ghostly with Spanish moss hanging from the trees in heavy shrouds. There was a graveyard hush to the stillness, and for the first time, Alec thought seriously of turning back.

The road seemed to ring the hammock and he saw a colorful array of air plants and orchids within the green gloom. Despite the ominous hush, the natural beauty of the hammock attracted him. He decided to go a little farther.

The road finally turned onto the hammock, disappearing into a stand of tall yuccas. Alec followed it, glad to leave the merciless glare of the sun behind, if only for a short while.

The road narrowed to barely more than a white shell path curling around the western end of the hammock. It skirted the silent stand of cypress trees and the dark water in which they grew, then turned away from the moist bank to wind its way through the hammock.

He never had seen a more beautiful natural park, made all the more impressive by the saw-grass wasteland behind him. It was indeed a startling contrast, and his eyes swept to the magnificent stands of coconut palms and live oaks, the beautiful magnolias and oleanders.

He heard the first sound of life in the dense foliage, a slight whirring noise. The Black heard it too; his ears were pitched in the direction of a patch of wild grapevine. A moment later Alec saw a hummingbird foraging among the vines, its wings shirring like a helicopter propeller as it hovered about a flower.

He continued riding down the shell path, his imagination beginning to run wild. Where did the path lead and what would he find? He knew he would be warned of any danger by the Black’s animal instinct. As it was, his horse was moving easily, almost as if he too wanted to find out where the path led.

Through a screen of moss-laden oak trees they emerged into a small clearing. It had been hacked from the jungle growth, probably by Indians many years ago, and kept clear by the occasional hunter who used the hammock.

There was a rough hollow in the center of the clearing, and the Black moved toward it of his own accord. He lowered his head, his nostrils sniffing the ground. When he straightened, he gave vent to a clear, happy neigh of desire!

Shocked by the Black’s soft call, Alec slipped off his back and studied the impressions in the dirt. What he found brought him quickly back to time and place. A horse had rolled in the hollow not long before, and judging from the Black’s neigh, it had been a mare!

The shell path led into the jungle on the opposite side of the clearing, and Alec knew he had to follow it. He could not turn back without knowing why another horse and rider were there. For certainly the mare was not alone.

“You be quiet and we’ll see what goes,” he said.

Alec had led the Black only a short distance when he came to an abrupt stop, startled by a peculiar kind of whistle. It was a piping note, constantly repeated. It came from one place, then another, with low, sly pauses in between.

There was a crackling noise from a nearby hedge and Alec’s eyes swept toward it. He saw nothing.

For a moment the notes ended and the profound silence was almost as unnerving as the sounds had been. Alec felt the heavy, oppressive heat of the day. Not a leaf stirred in the creeping jungle growth. He heard no whisper of life. The very stillness of the air held him as if by some strange magic, while sweet and heavy odors filled his nostrils.

The peculiar notes had come from some kind of bird he did not know, he decided. This land and its inhabitants were completely foreign to him.

He moved down the path again, although there was barely room to lead the Black. The ferns grew thick and green on either side and the trees shut out the sun, leaving them more in dusk than day.

The silence was broken by the bird once more. At least, Alec believed it was a bird. There was no other explanation for the sound. It seemed to be following him. He mustn’t think of it as anything else. The piping notes were making him more and more uncomfortable. Now he wasn’t at all certain they came from a bird. They were too high, too piercing, too demanding. Where were they coming from, and why?

He brought the Black to a stop. All he had to do was turn back. Yet he was reluctant to do so. He wanted to find out where the path led and what another horse and rider were doing there.

The notes ended and there was nothing but the great silence again. Alec couldn’t analyze the way he felt. He would have liked to believe it was all nonsense, but it wasn’t. There was something about the notes, something he didn’t understand but that might be made clear if he went on. He moved the Black forward.

Once he thought he saw something gliding overhead, high in the trees and obscured by the heavy Spanish moss. It appeared to be white—perhaps a broad-winged wood ibis nesting in the trees—but he couldn’t be sure in the misty, shimmering heat. At any rate, he heard no more notes and was glad of it.

The path ended at a narrow channel of dark water. The opposite side of the stream had been cleared of wild reeds and in the muck Alec saw the footprints of a man and a horse!

There was no turning back now, he knew. The winding dark water was like a slithering snake, but it was shallow enough to ford without swimming. There was no sign of any alligators and it would take only a few seconds to cross.

There was no need to coax the Black into the water. He went forward, wading with Alec through the shallows. He was eager to keep going, but Alec brought him to a stop on the other side and placed a gentle hand upon the stallion’s nose. Alec’s instincts told him that he must proceed with the utmost caution. There was no reason to fear the presence of another horse and rider, but until he found out what they were doing there, it was best to be careful.

The path became increasingly difficult, leading through twisting vines that only recently had been cut to clear the way. On either side was a forbidding fortress of winding tendrils, wrapped about tree trunks and locked in a continuous mesh that defied all but the sharpest machetes. Even now the vines had begun the work of reclosing the gap across the shell path.

Alec felt uneasy at the jungle net closing in on him. He told himself that he could turn back any time he wanted, that he did not have to go farther if he felt it was not worth the risk.

The upper branches of huge trees and the thick shrouds of Spanish moss hid the sun, leaving him in a world of dusk. But despite his apprehension, he was determined to go on. How long ago had he left the farm? Only this morning? His contact with it seemed to have faded away.

It was as if he were living in another world, one as timeless as the swamp itself. He felt out of place, and yet for a reason he could not understand, much less explain, a strong motivation compelled him to complete what had become an urgent mission. It drove him onward.

Finally the shell path came to an abrupt end. But it was not the end of his journey. The vines in the area had been cut away completely and there was sufficient room between the trees for him to continue. He led the Black forward.

A few minutes later he came in sight of a large clearing. Actually it was a meadow carpeted with cropped grass, a slab of green on the edge of the endless swamp. He heard the splash of a bird in the distant water, then the scream of an osprey as it rose above the saw grass. It was a mysterious cry in the vast void of emptiness. Alec paused a moment beside the huge trunk of an oak tree.

At the far end of the meadow he saw the gleam of a silver body and heard the soft beat of hoofs. Cautiously he moved in that direction, aware that his excitement matched that of the stallion at his side.

When he reached the edge of the clearing he saw a tall black man riding a gray mare.
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