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The tramp steamer Drake plowed away from the coast of India and pushed its blunt prow into the Arabian Sea, homeward bound. Slowly it made its way west toward the Gulf of Aden. Its hold was loaded with coffee, rice, tea, oil seeds and jute. Black smoke poured from its one stack, darkening the hot cloudless sky.

Alexander Ramsay, known to his friends back home in New York City as Alec, leaned over the rail and watched the water slide away from the sides of the boat. His red hair blazed redder than ever in the hot sun; his tanned elbows rested heavily on the rail as he turned his freckled face back toward the fast-disappearing shore.

It had been fun—those two months in India. He would miss Uncle Ralph, miss the days they had spent together in the jungle, even the screams of the panthers and the many eerie sounds of the jungle night. Never again would he think of a missionary’s work as easy work. No, sir, you had to be big and strong, able to ride horseback for long hours through the tangled jungle paths. Alec glanced down proudly at the hard muscles in his arms. Uncle Ralph had taught him how to ride—the one thing in the world he had always wanted to do. But it was all over now. Rides back home would be few.

His fist opened. Lovingly he surveyed the pearl pocketknife he held there. The inscription on it was in gold: To Alec on his birthday, Bombay, India. He remembered, too, his uncle’s words: “A knife, Alec, comes in handy sometimes.”

Suddenly a large hand descended on his shoulder. “Well, m’boy, you’re on your way home,” a gruff voice said, with a decidedly English accent.

Alec looked up into the captain’s wrinkled, windtanned face. “Hello, Captain Watson,” he answered. “It’s rather a long way home, though, sir. To England with you and then to New York on the Majestic.”

“About four weeks’ sailing all in all, lad, but you look like a pretty good sailor.”

“I am, sir. I wasn’t sick once all the way over and we had a rough crossing, too,” Alec said proudly.

“When’d you come over, lad?”

“In June, sir, with some friends of my father’s. They left me with my uncle in Bombay. You know my Uncle Ralph, don’t you? He came aboard with me and spoke to you.”

“Yes, I know your Uncle Ralph. A fine man, too.… And now you’re going home alone?”

“Yes, sir! School opens next month and I have to be there.”

The captain smiled and took Alec by the arm. “Come along,” he said. “I’ll show you how we steer this ship and what makes it go.”

The captain and crew were kind to Alec, but the days passed monotonously for the homeward-bound boy as the Drake steamed its way through the Gulf of Aden and into the Red Sea. The tropic sun beat down mercilessly on the heads of the few passengers aboard.

The Drake kept near the coast of Arabia—endless miles of barren desert shore. But Alec’s thoughts were not on the scorching sand. Arabia—where the greatest horses in the world were bred! Did other fellows dream of horses the way he did? To him, a horse was the greatest animal in the world.

Then one day the Drake headed for a small Arabian port. As they approached the small landing, Alec saw a crowd of Arabs milling about in great excitement. Obviously it was not often that a boat stopped there.

But, as the gangplank went down with a bang, Alec could see that it wasn’t the ship itself that was attracting all the attention. The Arabs were crowding toward the center of the landing. Alec heard a whistle—shrill, loud, clear, unlike anything he had ever heard before. He saw a mighty black horse rear on its hind legs, its forelegs striking out into the air. A white scarf was tied across its eyes. The crowd broke and ran.

White lather ran from the horse’s body; his mouth was open, his teeth bared. He was a giant of a horse, glistening black—too big to be pure Arabian. His mane was like a crest, mounting, then falling low. His neck was long and slender, and arched to the small, savagely beautiful head. The head was that of the wildest of all wild creatures—a stallion born wild—and it was beautiful, savage, splendid. A stallion with a wonderful physical perfection that matched his savage, ruthless spirit.

Once again the Black screamed and rose on his hind legs. Alec could hardly believe his eyes and ears—a stallion, a wild stallion—unbroken, such as he had read and dreamed about!

Two ropes led from the halter on the horse’s head, and four men were attempting to pull the stallion toward the gangplank. They were going to put him on the ship! Alec saw a dark-skinned man, wearing European dress and a high, white turban, giving directions. In his hand he held a whip. He gave his orders tersely in Arabic. Suddenly he walked to the rear of the horse and let the hard whip fall on the Black’s hindquarters. The stallion bolted so fast that he struck one of the Arabs holding the rope; down the man went and lay still. The Black snorted and plunged; if ever Alec saw hate expressed by a horse, he saw it then. They had him halfway up the plank. Alec wondered where they would put him if they ever did succeed in getting him on the boat.

Then he was on! Alec saw Captain Watson waving his arms frantically, motioning and shouting for the men to pull the stallion toward the stern. The boy followed at a safe distance. Now he saw the makeshift stall into which they were attempting to get the Black—it had once been a good-sized cabin. The Drake had little accommodation for transporting animals; its hold was already heavily laden with cargo.

Finally they had the horse in front of the stall. One of the men clambered to the top of the cabin, reached down and pulled the scarf away from the stallion’s eyes. At the same time, the dark-skinned man again hit the horse on the hindquarters and he bolted inside. Alec thought the stall would never be strong enough to hold him. The stallion tore into the wood and sent it flying; thunder rolled from under his hoofs; his powerful legs crashed into the sides of the cabin; his wild, shrill, high-pitched whistle filled the air. Alec felt a deep pity steal over him, for here was a wild stallion used to the open range imprisoned in a stall in which he was hardly able to turn.

Captain Watson was conversing angrily with the dark-skinned man; the captain had probably never expected to ship a cargo such as this! Then the man pulled a thick wallet from inside his coat; he counted the bills off and handed them to the captain. Captain Watson looked at the bills and then at the stall; he took the money, shrugged his shoulders and walked away. The dark-skinned man gathered the Arabs who had helped bring the stallion aboard, gave them bills from his wallet, and they departed down the gangplank.

Soon the Drake was again under way. Alec gazed back at the port, watching the group gathered around the inert form of the Arab who had gone down under the Black’s mighty hoofs; then he turned to the stall. The dark-skinned man had gone to his cabin, and only the excited passengers were standing around outside the stall. The black horse was still fighting madly inside.

The days that followed were hectic ones for Alec, passengers and crew. He had never dreamed a horse could have such spirit, be so untamable. The ship resounded far into the night from the blows struck by those powerful legs. The outside of the stall was now covered with reinforcements. The dark-skinned man became more mysterious than ever—always alone, and never talking to anyone but the captain.

The Drake steamed through the Suez into the Mediterranean.

That night Alec stole out on deck, leaving the rest of the passengers playing cards. He listened carefully. The Black was quiet tonight. Quickly he walked in the direction of the stall. At first he couldn’t see or hear anything. Then as his eyes became accustomed to the darkness, he made out the pink-colored nostrils of the Black, who was sticking his head out of the window.

Alec walked slowly toward him; he put one hand in his pocket to see if the lumps of sugar he had taken from the dinner table were still there. The wind was blowing against him, carrying his scent away. He was quite close now. The Black was looking out on the open sea; his ears pricked forward, his thin-skinned nostrils quivering, his black mane flowing like windswept flame. Alec could not turn his eyes away; he could not believe such a perfect animal existed.

The stallion turned and looked directly at him—his black eyes blazed. Once again that piercing whistle filled the night air, and he disappeared into the stall. Alec took the sugar out of his pocket and left it on the window sill. He went to his cabin. Later, when he returned, it was gone. Every night thereafter Alec would steal up to the stall, leave the sugar and depart; sometimes he would see the Black and other times he would only hear the ring of hoofs against the floor.
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The Drake stopped at Alexandria, Bengasi, Tripoli, Tunis and Algiers, passed the Rock of Gibraltar and turned north up the coast of Portugal. Now they were off Cape Finisterre on the coast of Spain, and in a few days, Captain Watson told Alec, they would be in England.

Alec wondered why the Black was being shipped to England—perhaps for stud, perhaps to race. The slanting shoulders, the deep broad chest, the powerful legs, the knees not too high nor too low—these, his uncle had taught him, were marks of speed and endurance.

That night Alec made his customary trip to the stall, his pockets filled with lumps of sugar. The night was hot and still; heavy clouds blacked out the stars; in the distance long streaks of lightning raced through the sky. The Black had his head out the window. Again he was looking out to sea, his nostrils quivering more than ever. He turned, whistled as he saw the boy, then again faced the water.

Alec felt elated—it was the first time that the stallion hadn’t drawn back into the stall at the sight of him. He moved closer. He put the sugar in the palm of his hand and hesitantly held it out to the stallion. The Black turned and once again whistled—softer this time. Alec stood his ground. Neither he nor anyone else had been this close to the stallion since he came on board. But he did not care to take the chance of extending his arm any nearer the bared teeth, the curled nostrils. Instead he placed the sugar on the sill. The Black looked at it, then back at the boy. Slowly he moved over and began to eat the sugar. Alec watched him for a moment, satisfied; then as the rain began to fall, he went back to his cabin.

He was awakened with amazing suddenness in the middle of the night. The Drake lurched crazily and he was thrown onto the floor. Outside there were loud rolls of thunder, and streaks of lightning made his cabin as light as day.

His first storm at sea! He pushed the light switch—it was dead. Then a flash of lightning again illuminated the cabin. The top of his bureau had been swept clear and the floor was covered with broken glass. Hurriedly he pulled on his pants and shirt and started for the door; then he stopped. Back he went to the bed, fell on his knees and reached under. He withdrew a life jacket and strapped it around him. He hoped that he wouldn’t need it.

He opened the door and made his way, staggering, to the deck. The fury of the storm drove him back into the passageway; he hung on to the stair rail and peered into the black void. He heard the shouts of Captain Watson and the crew faintly above the roar of the winds. Huge waves swept from one end of the Drake to the other. Hysterical passengers crowded into the corridor. Alec was genuinely scared now; never had he seen a storm like this!

For what seemed hours, the Drake plowed through wave after wave, trembling, careening on its side, yet somehow managing to stay afloat. The long streaks of lightning never diminished; zigzagging through the sky, their sharp cracks resounded on the water.

From the passageway, Alec saw one of the crew make his way along the deck in his direction, desperately fighting to hold on to the rail. The Drake rolled sideways and a huge wave swept over the boat. When it had passed, the sailor was gone. The boy closed his eyes and prayed.

The storm began to subside a little and Alec felt new hope. Then suddenly a bolt of fire seemed to fall from the heavens above them. A sharp crack and the boat shook. Alec was thrown flat on his face, stunned. Slowly he regained consciousness. He was lying on his stomach; his face felt hot and sticky. He raised his hand, and withdrew it covered with blood. Then he became conscious of feet stepping on him. The passengers, yelling and screaming, were climbing, crawling over him! The Drake was still—its engines dead.

Struggling, Alec pushed himself to his feet. Slowly he made his way along the deck. His startled eyes took in the scene about him. The Drake, struck by lightning, seemed almost cut in half! They were sinking! Strange, with what seemed the end so near, he should feel so calm. They were manning the lifeboats, and Captain Watson was there shouting directions. One boat was being lowered into the water. A large wave caught it broadside and turned it over—its occupants disappeared in the sea.

The second lifeboat was being filled and Alec waited his turn. But when it came, the boat had reached its quota.

“Wait for the next one, Alec,” Captain Watson said sternly. He put his arm on the boy’s shoulder, softening the harshness of his words.

As they watched the second lifeboat being lowered, the dark-skinned man appeared and rushed up to the captain, waving his arms and babbling hysterically.

“It’s under the bed, under the bed!” Captain Watson shouted at him.

Then Alec saw the man had no life jacket. Terror in his eyes, he turned away from the captain toward Alec. Frantically he rushed at the boy and tried to tear the life jacket from his back. Alec struggled, but he was no match for the half-crazed man. Then Captain Watson had his hands on the man and threw him against the rail.

Alec saw the man’s eyes turn to the lifeboat that was being lowered. Before the captain could stop him, he was climbing over the rail. He was going to jump into the boat! Suddenly the Drake lurched. The man lost his balance and, screaming, fell into the water. He never rose to the surface.

The dark-skinned man had drowned. Immediately Alec thought of the Black. What was happening to him? Was he still in his stall? Alec fought his way out of line and toward the stern of the boat. If the stallion was alive, he was going to set him free and give him his chance to fight for life.

The stall was still standing. Alec heard a shrill whistle rise above the storm. He rushed to the door, lifted the heavy bar and swung it open. For a second the mighty hoofs stopped pounding and there was silence. Alec backed slowly away.

Then he saw the Black, his head held high, his nostrils blown out with excitement. Suddenly he snorted and plunged straight for the rail and Alec. Alec was paralyzed, he couldn’t move. One hand was on the rail, which was broken at this point, leaving nothing between him and the open water. The Black swerved as he came near him, and the boy realized that the stallion was making for the hole. The horse’s shoulder grazed him as he swerved, and Alec went flying into space. He felt the water close over his head.

When he came up, his first thought was of the ship; then he heard an explosion, and he saw the Drake settling deep into the water. Frantically he looked around for a lifeboat, but there was none in sight. Then he saw the Black swimming not more than ten yards away. Something swished by him—a rope, and it was attached to the Black’s halter! The same rope that they had used to bring the stallion aboard the boat, and which they had never been able to get close enough to the horse to untie. Without stopping to think, Alec grabbed hold of it. Then he was pulled through the water, into the oncoming seas.

The waves were still large, but with the aid of his life jacket, Alec was able to stay on top. He was too tired now to give much thought to what he had done. He only knew that he had had his choice of remaining in the water alone or being pulled by the Black. If he was to die, he would rather die with the mighty stallion than alone. He took one last look behind and saw the Drake sink into the depths.

For hours Alec battled the waves. He had tied the rope securely around his waist. He could hardly hold his head up. Suddenly he felt the rope slacken. The Black had stopped swimming! Alec anxiously waited; peering into the darkness he could just make out the head of the stallion. The Black’s whistle pierced the air! After a few minutes, the rope became taut again. The horse had changed his direction. Another hour passed, then the storm diminished to high, rolling swells. The first streaks of dawn appeared on the horizon.

The Black had stopped four times during the night, and each time he had altered his course. Alec wondered whether the stallion’s wild instinct was leading him to land. The sun rose and shone down brightly on the boy’s head; the salt water he had swallowed during the night made him sick to his stomach. But when Alec felt that he could hold out no longer, he looked at the struggling, fighting animal in front of him, and new courage came to him.

Suddenly he realized that they were going with the waves, instead of against them. He shook his head, trying to clear his mind. Yes, they were riding in; they must be approaching land! Eagerly he strained his salt-filled eyes and looked into the distance. And then he saw it—about a quarter of a mile away was a small island, not much more than a sandy reef in the sea. But he might find food and water there, and have a chance to survive. Faster and faster they approached the white sand. They were in the breakers. The Black’s scream shattered the stillness. He was able to walk; he staggered a little and shook his black head. Then his action shifted marvelously, and he went faster through the shallow water.

Alec’s head whirled as he was pulled toward the beach with ever-increasing speed. Suddenly he realized the danger of his position. He must untie this rope from around his waist, or else he would be dragged to death over the sand! Desperately his fingers flew to the knot; it was tight, he had made sure of that. Frantically he worked on it as the shore drew closer and closer.

The Black was now on the beach. Thunder began to roll from beneath his hoofs as he broke out of the water. Hours in the water had swelled the knot—Alec couldn’t untie it! Then he remembered his pocketknife. Could it still be there? Alec’s hand darted to his rear pants pocket. His fingers reached inside and came out with the knife.

He was now on the beach being dragged by the stallion; the sand flew in his face. Quickly he opened the knife and began to cut the rope. His body burned from the sand, his clothes were being torn off of him! His speed was increasing every second! Madly he sawed away at the rope. With one final thrust he was through! His outflung hands caressed the sand. As he closed his eyes, his parched lips murmured, “Yes—Uncle Ralph—it did—come in handy.”
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Alec opened his eyes. The sun, high in the heavens, beat down upon his bare head. His face felt hot, his tongue swollen. Slowly he pushed his tired body from the ground and then fell back upon the sand. He lay still a few moments. Then he gathered himself and once again attempted to rise. Wearily he got to his knees, then to his feet. His legs trembled beneath him. He unbuckled the battered life jacket and let it fall to the ground.

He looked around; he needed water desperately. He saw the Black’s hoof marks in the sand. Perhaps, if he followed them, they would lead him to fresh water; he was sure that the stallion was as thirsty as he. Alec stumbled along. The hoof marks turned abruptly away from the ocean toward the interior of the island. There was no sign of vegetation around him—only hot sand. He turned and looked back at the now calm and peaceful sea. So much had happened in such a short space of time! What had happened to the others? Was he the only one who had survived?

A few minutes later he turned and made his way up a high sand dune. At the crest he stopped. From where he stood he could see the entire island; it was small—not more than two miles in circumference. It seemed barren except for a few trees, bushes and scattered patches of burned grass. High rock cliffs dropped down to the sea on the other side of the island.

The Black’s hoof marks led down the hill, and a short distance away beneath a few scattered trees, Alec saw a small spring-water pool. His swollen tongue ran across cracked lips as he stumbled forward. To the right of the spring, a hundred yards away, he saw the Black—hungrily feasting upon the dry grass. Alec again saw that small Arabian port and the crowd gathered around the prone figure of the Arab whom the Black had struck. Would he be safe from the stallion?

The Black looked up from his grazing. The boy noticed that the horse had torn or slipped off his halter somehow. The wind whipped through his mane; his smooth black body was brilliant in the sun. He saw Alec, and his shrill whistle echoed through the air. He reared, his front legs striking out. Then he came down, and his right foreleg pawed into the dirt.

Alec looked around him. There was no place to seek cover. He was too weak to run, even if there was. His gaze returned to the stallion, fascinated by a creature so wild and so near. Here was the wildest of all wild animals—he had fought for everything he had ever needed, for food, for leadership, for life itself; it was his nature to kill or be killed. The horse reared again; then he snorted and plunged straight for the boy.

Alec didn’t move. His body was numb. Hypnotized, he watched the stallion coming. Then, twenty-five yards from him, the Black stopped. The whites of his eyes gleamed, his nostrils curled, his ears were back flat against his head. He whistled shrill, clear and long. Suddenly he moved between Alec and the spring. He pawed furiously at the earth.

Alec stood still, not daring to move. After what seemed hours, the stallion stopped tearing up the earth. His gaze turned from the boy to the pool and then back again. He whistled, half-reared, and then broke into his long stride, running back in the direction from which he had come.

Alec forced his legs into action, reached the spring and threw himself on the ground beside it. He let his face fall into the cool, clear water. It seemed that he would never get enough; he doused his head, and let the water run down his back. Then he tore off part of his shirt and bathed his skinned body. Refreshed, he crawled beneath the shaded bushes growing beside the pool. He stretched out, closed his eyes and fell asleep, exhausted.

Only once during the night did Alec stir; sleepily he opened his eyes. He could see the moon through the bushes, high above the star-studded sky. A big, black figure moved by the spring—the Black, and only a few feet away! He drank deeply and then raised his beautiful head, his ears pricked forward; he turned and trotted away.

Alec awoke very hungry the next morning. He had gone a day and a half without eating! He rose and drank from the spring. The next thing was to find food. He walked for quite some distance before he found anything edible. It was a berry bush; the fruit was unlike that of anything he had ever tasted before. But he might not easily find anything else that he could eat, so he made a meal of berries.

Then he explored the island. He found it to be flat between the sand dune that he had climbed the day before and the rocky cliffs of the other side of the island. He made no attempt to climb over the large boulders. There were few berry bushes and little grass, and Alec realized that food would be scarce for him and the Black. The island seemed to be totally uninhabited. He had seen no birds or animals of any kind.

He walked slowly back in the direction of the spring. From the top of the hill he looked out upon the open sea, hoping desperately that he would see a boat. Only the vast expanse of blue water spread before him. Below he saw the Black cantering along the beach. Alec forgot his problems in the beauty of the stallion as he swept along, graceful in his swift stride, his black mane and tail flying. When the horse vanished around the bend of the island, Alec walked down to the beach.

The next thing that he must do was to erect some sort of a shelter for himself; and first he must find driftwood. Alec’s eyes swept the shore. He saw one piece, then another.

For the next few hours he struggled with the wood that he found cast upon the beach, dragging it back toward the spring. He piled it up and was surprised to see how much he had gathered. He looked for a long, heavy piece and found one that suited his purpose. He pulled it toward two adjoining scrub trees and hoisted it between the two crotches. Suddenly his arms shook and he stopped. Painted on the gray board was the name DRAKE—it had been part of one of the lifeboats! Alec stood still a moment, then grimly he fixed the plank securely in place.

Next he leaned the remaining pieces of wood on each side of the plank, making a shelter in the form of a tent. He filled in the open ends as well as he could. With his knife he skinned the bark from a tree and tied the pieces of wood together.

Alec went back to the beach and gathered all the seaweed that he could carry. He stuffed this into all the open holes. He surveyed his finished shelter—he was afraid a good wind would blow it down on top of him!

He looked up at the hot sun and guessed it to be near noon. His skin and clothes were wet with perspiration from the terrific heat. He cut a long, slender staff from a tree, tested it and found it to be strong. Carefully he skinned it and cut it to the right length. Then he tied his knife securely to the end of the stick with a piece of bark.

A short time later Alec stood beside a small cove which he had discovered that morning. The water was clear and the sand glistened white beneath it. He seated himself upon the bank and peered eagerly into the water. He had read of people catching fish this way. After some time he saw a ripple. Carefully he raised his improvised spear. Then Alec flung it with all his might; the long stick whizzed down into the water and pierced its way into the white sand. He had missed!

He pulled his spear out and moved to another spot. Again he waited patiently. It was a long time before he saw another fish. A long slender shape moved in the shallow water beneath him. He raised his spear, took aim and plunged again. He saw the knife hit! Fearing the knife would slip out of the fish if he pulled the spear up, he jumped into the shallow water and shoved it against the bottom. Desperately Alec’s arm flew down the stick, seeking the fish. The water was churned with sand. He came to the end; only the steel blade met his searching fingers. He had lost it!

For the rest of the afternoon, Alec strove to catch a fish. As darkness fell, he rose wearily to his feet and walked slowly back to his new “home.” His eyes ached from the hours of strain of constant searching into the depths of the water.

On his way, he stopped at the berry bush and ate hungrily. When he reached the spring, he saw the Black not far away. He looked up, saw the boy and continued to eat. Moving from one place to another, he tore away at the small patches of grass that he could find. “I’ll bet he’s as hungry as I am,” thought Alec. He dropped down and drank from the spring.

Darkness came rapidly. Suddenly Alec felt the stillness of the island—no birds, no animals, no sounds. It was as if he and the Black were the only living creatures in the world. Millions of stars shone overhead and seemed so close. The moon rose high and round; its reflection cast upon the pool.

The Black looked up from his grazing. He, too, seemed to watch the moon. Alec whistled—low, then louder and fading. A moment of silence. Then the stallion’s shrill whistle pierced the night. Alec saw the Black look in his direction and then continue searching for grass. He smiled and crawled into his shelter. The day’s work had made him tired and he was soon asleep.

The next morning found Alec beside the cove again with his spear, determined to catch a fish for breakfast. At noon he ate berries. Mid-afternoon he was sick; his head whirled and he could hardly keep his eyes from closing.

A small whirlpool appeared on the surface of the water. Alec grabbed the spear beside him and rose to his knees. He saw a gray shape in the water below. He raised his spear and moved it along with the fish. Then he plunged it! The spear quivered in its flight. He had hit! He jumped into the water, shoving the spear and fish against the bottom. He mustn’t lose this one! His hand reached the knife. The fish was there—wriggling, fighting. Then he had it. Quickly he raised the fish from the water and threw it, and the spear, onto the bank. Wearily he climbed up and looked at his catch. “Two feet if it’s an inch,” he said hungrily. He drew out the spear, picked up the fish and went back to camp.

Alec washed the fish in the spring. Then he placed it upon a piece of wood and scaled it. Now if he could only get a fire started. He remembered watching a man in India build a fire without matches. Perhaps he could do the same.

He gathered some small pieces of bark, dry wood and a deserted bird’s nest, and spread them on the ground in front of him. He picked out the driest piece of wood and, with his knife, bored a hole halfway through it. Carefully he tore small threads of straw from the bird’s nest and placed them inside the hole; they would ignite quickly. Next he cut a sturdy elastic branch about eighteen inches long from a nearby tree, skinned it and placed one end in the hole. He leaned on the stick, bending it, and then rapidly turned the curved part like a carpenter’s bit.

It seemed to Alec that an hour passed before a small column of smoke crept out of the hole. His tired arms pushed harder. Slowly a small flame grew and then the dry wood was on fire. He added more wood. Then he snatched the fish, wrapped it in some seaweed which he had previously washed, and placed it on top of the fire.

Later, Alec removed the fish. He tried a piece and found it to be good. Famished, he tore into the rest of it.

The days passed and the boy strove desperately to find food to keep himself alive; he caught only one more fish—it would be impossible for him to depend upon the sea for his living. He turned again to the berries, but they were fast diminishing. He managed to keep his fire going as the heat made dry fuel plentiful. However, that was of little use to him as he had nothing to cook.

One day as Alec walked along the beach, he saw a large red shell in the distance. He gripped his spear tighter; it looked like a turtle. Then hunger made him lose all caution and he rushed forward, his spear raised. He threw himself upon the shell, his knife digging into the opening where he believed the turtle’s head to be. Desperately he turned the huge shell over—it was empty, cleaned out; only the hollow shell met Alec’s famished gaze. He stood still, dazed. Then slowly he turned and walked back to camp.

The Black was drinking from the spring. His large body, too, was beginning to show signs of starvation. Alec no longer felt any fear of him. The stallion raised his proud head and looked at the boy. Then he turned and trotted off. His mane, long and flowing, whipped in the wind. His whistle filled the air.

Alec watched him, envying his proud, wild spirit. The horse was used to the hardships of the desert; probably he would outlive him. The boy’s subconscious thought rose to the surface of his mind: “There’s food, Alec, food—if you could only find some way of killing him!” Then he shook his head, hating himself. Kill the animal that had saved his life? Never—even if he could, he would die of starvation first! The stallion reached the top of the hill and stood there, like a beautiful black statue, his gaze upon the open sea.

One morning Alec made his way weakly toward the rocky side of the island. He came to the huge rocks and climbed on top of one of them. It was more barren than any other part of the island. It was low tide and Alec’s eyes wandered over the stony shore, looking for any kind of shellfish he might be able to eat. He noticed the mosslike substance on all the rocks at the water’s edge, and on those that extended out. What was that stuff the biology teacher had made them eat last term in one of their experiments? Hadn’t he called it carragheen? Yes, that was it. A sort of seaweed, he had said, that grew abundantly along the rocky parts of the Atlantic coast of Europe and North America. When washed and dried, it was edible for humans and livestock. Could the moss on the rocks below be it? Alec scarcely dared to hope.

Slowly Alec made the dangerous descent. He reached the water level and scrambled across the rocks. He took a handful of the soft greenish-yellow moss which covered them and raised it to his lips. It smelled the same. He tasted it. The moss was terribly salty from the sea, but it was the same as he had eaten that day in the classroom!

Eagerly he filled his pockets with it, then removed his shirt and filled it full. He climbed up again and hurried back to camp. There he emptied the moss onto the ground beside the spring. The next quarter of an hour he spent washing it, and then placed it out in the sun to dry. Hungrily he tasted it again. It was better—and it was food!

When he had finished eating, the sun was falling into the ocean, and the skies were rapidly growing dark. In the distance Alec saw the stallion coming toward the spring. Quickly he picked up some of the moss for himself and left the rest on the ground beside the pool. Would the Black eat it? Alec hurried to his shelter and stood still watching intently.

The stallion rushed up, shook his long neck and buried his mouth into the water. He drank long. When he had finished he looked toward the boy, then his pink nostrils quivered. The Black put his nose to the ground and walked toward the moss which Alec had left. He sniffed at it. Then he picked a little up and started eating. He chewed long and carefully. He reached down for more.

That night Alec slept better than he had since he had been on the island. He had found food—food to sustain him and the Black!
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The next day Alec set out to obtain more of the carragheen. As he neared the rocks, he saw the stallion standing silently beside a huge boulder. Not a muscle twitched in his black body—it was as if an artist had painted the Black on white stone.

Alec climbed down into a small hollow and paused to look out over the rocks below. Suddenly he heard the stallion’s scream, more piercing, more blood-curdling than he had ever heard it before. He looked up.

The Black was on his hind legs, his teeth bared. Then with a mighty leap, he shot away from the boulder toward Alec. Swiftly he came—faster with every magnificent stride. He was almost on top of him when he thundered to a halt and reared again. Alec jumped to the side, tripped on a stone and fell to the ground. High above him the Black’s legs pawed the air, and then descended three yards in front of him! Again he went up and down—again and again he pounded. The ground on which Alec lay shook from the force of his hoofs. The stallion’s eyes never left the ground in front of him.

Gradually his pounding lessened and then stopped. He raised his head high and his whistle shrilled through the air. He shook his head and slowly moved away, his nostrils trembling.

Alec regained his feet and cautiously made his way toward the torn earth, his brain flooded with confusion. There in front of him he saw the strewn parts of a long, yellowish-black body, and the venomous head of a snake, crushed and lifeless. He stood still—the suddenness of discovering life, other than the Black and himself on the island, astounding him! Sweat broke out on his forehead as he realized what a poisonous snake bite would have meant—suffering and perhaps death! Dazed, he looked at the stallion just a few feet away. Had the Black killed the snake to save him? Was the stallion beginning to understand that they needed each other to survive?

Slowly the boy walked toward the Black. The stallion’s mane swept in the wind, his muscles twitched, his eyes moved restlessly, but he stood his ground as the boy approached. Alec wanted the horse to understand that he would not hurt him. Cautiously he reached a hand toward the stallion’s head. The Black drew it back as far as he could without moving. Alec stepped closer and to the side of him. Gently he touched him for an instant. The stallion did not move. Again Alec attempted to touch the savage head. The Black reared and shook a little. Alec said soothingly, “Steady, Black fellow, I wouldn’t hurt you.” The stallion quivered, then reared again and broke. One hundred yards away he suddenly stopped and turned.

Alec gazed at him, standing there so still—his head raised high in the air. “We’ll get out of this somehow, Black—working together,” he said determinedly.

Alec walked back to the top of the rocks and again began his descent. He made his way carefully down to the water level. Cautiously he looked before he stepped—where there was one snake there might be more. Reaching the bottom, he once again filled his shirt full of the moss and made his way back. High above him he could see the Black looking out over the cliffs, his mane whipping in the wind. When he reached the top the stallion was still there. He followed a short distance behind as Alec went back to the spring.

Days passed and gradually the friendship between the boy and the Black grew. The stallion now came at his call and let Alec stroke him while he grazed. One night Alec sat within the warm glow of the fire and watched the stallion munching on the carragheen beside the pool. He wondered if the stallion was as tired of the carragheen as he. Alec had found that if he boiled it in the turtle shell it formed a gelatinous substance which tasted a little better than the raw moss. A fish was now a rare delicacy to him.

The flame’s shadows reached out and cast eerie ghostlike patterns on the Black’s body. Alec’s face became grim as thoughts rushed through his brain. Should he try it tomorrow? Did he dare attempt to ride the Black? Should he wait a few more days? Go ahead—tomorrow. Don’t do it! Go ahead—

The fire burned low, then smoldered. Yet Alec sat beside the fire, his eyes fixed on that blacker-than-night figure beside the spring.

The next morning he woke from a fitful slumber to find the sun high above. Hurriedly he ate some of the carragheen. Then he looked for the Black, but he was not in sight. Alec whistled, but no answer came. He walked toward the hill. The sun blazed down and the sweat ran from his body. If it would only rain! The last week had been like an oven on the island.

When he reached the top of the hill, he saw the Black at one end of the beach. Again he whistled, and this time there was an answering whistle as the stallion turned his head. Alec walked up the beach toward him.

The Black stood still as he approached. He went cautiously up to him and placed a hand on his neck. “Steady,” he murmured as the warm skin quivered slightly beneath his hand. The stallion showed neither fear nor hate of him; his large eyes were still turned toward the sea.

For a moment Alec stood with his hand on the Black’s neck. Then he walked toward a sand dune a short distance away. The stallion followed. He stepped up the side of the dune, his left hand in the horse’s thick mane. The Black’s ears pricked forward, his eyes followed the boy nervously—some of the savageness returned to them, his muscles twitched. For a moment Alec was undecided what to do. Then his hands gripped the mane tighter and he threw himself on the Black’s back. For a second the stallion stood motionless, then he snorted and plunged; the sand went flying as he doubled in the air. Alec felt the mighty muscles heave, then he was flung through the air, landing heavily on his back. Everything went dark.

Alec regained consciousness to find something warm against his cheek. Slowly he opened his eyes. The stallion was pushing him with his head. Alec tried moving his arms and legs, and found them bruised but not broken. Wearily he got to his feet. The wildness and savageness had once more disappeared in the Black; he looked as though nothing had happened.

Alec waited for a few minutes—then once again led the stallion to the sand dune. His hand grasped the horse’s mane. But this time he laid only the upper part of his body on the stallion’s back, while he talked soothingly into his ear. The Black flirted his ears back and forth as he glanced backward with his dark eyes.

“See, I’m not going to hurt you,” Alec murmured, knowing it was he who might be hurt. After a few minutes, Alec cautiously slid onto his back. Once again, the stallion snorted and sent the boy flying through the air.

Alec picked himself up from the ground—slower this time. But when he had rested, he whistled for the Black again. The stallion moved toward him. Alec determinedly stepped on the sand dune and once again let the Black feel his weight. Gently he spoke into a large ear, “It’s me. I’m not much to carry.” He slid onto the stallion’s back. One arm slipped around the Black’s neck as he half-reared. Then, like a shot from a gun, the Black broke down the beach. His action shifted, and his huge strides seemed to make him fly through the air.

Alec clung to the stallion’s mane for his life. The wind screamed by and he couldn’t see! Suddenly the Black swerved and headed up the sand dune; he reached the top and then down. The spring was a blur as they whipped by. To the rocks he raced, and then the stallion made a wide circle—his speed never diminishing. Down through a long ravine he rushed. Alec’s blurred vision made out a black object in front of them, and as a flash he remembered the deep gully that was there. He felt the stallion gather himself; instinctively he leaned forward and held the Black firm and steady with his hands and knees. Then they were in the air, sailing over the black hole. Alec almost lost his balance when they landed but recovered himself in time to keep from falling off! Once again the stallion reached the beach, his hoofbeats regular and rhythmic on the white sand.

The jump had helped greatly in clearing Alec’s mind. He leaned closer to the stallion’s ear and kept repeating, “Easy, Black. Easy.” The stallion seemed to glide over the sand and then his speed began to lessen. Alec kept talking to him. Slower and slower ran the Black. Gradually he came to a stop. The boy released his grip from the stallion’s mane and his arms encircled the Black’s neck. He was weak with exhaustion—in no condition for such a ride! Wearily he slipped to the ground. Never had he dreamed a horse could run so fast! The stallion looked at him, his head held high, his large body only slightly covered with sweat.

That night Alec lay wide awake, his body aching with pain, but his heart pounding with excitement. He had ridden the Black! He had conquered this wild, unbroken stallion with kindness. He felt sure that from that day on the Black was his—his alone! But for what—would they ever be rescued? Would he ever see his home again? Alec shook his head. He had promised himself he wouldn’t think of that any more.

The next day he mounted the Black again. The horse half-reared but didn’t fight him. Alec spoke softly in his ear, and the Black stood still. Then Alec touched him lightly on the side, and he walked—a long, loping stride. Far up the beach they went, then Alec tried to turn him by shifting his weight, and gently pushing the stallion’s head. Gradually the horse turned. Alec took a firmer grip on his long mane and pressed his knees tighter against the large body. The stallion broke out of his walk into a fast canter. The wind blew his mane back into the boy’s face. The stallion’s stride was effortless, and Alec found it easy to ride. Halfway down the beach, he managed to bring him back again to a walk, then to a complete stop. Slowly he turned him to the right, then to the left, and then around in a circle.

Long but exciting hours passed as Alec tried to make the Black understand what he wanted him to do. The sun was going down rapidly when he walked the stallion to the end of the beach. The Black turned and stood still; a mile of smooth, white sand stretched before them.

Suddenly the stallion bolted, almost throwing Alec to the ground. He picked up speed with amazing swiftness. Faster and faster he went. Alec hung low over his neck, his breath coming in gasps. Down the beach the stallion thundered. Tears from the wind rolled down Alec’s cheeks. Three-quarters of the way, he tried to check the Black’s speed. He pulled back on the flowing mane. “Whoa, Black,” he yelled, but his words were whipped away in the wind.

Swiftly the stallion neared the end of the beach, and Alec thought that his breathtaking ride of yesterday was to be repeated. He pulled back harder on the mane. Suddenly the Black’s pace lessened. Alec flung one arm around the stallion’s neck. The Black shifted into his fast trot, which gradually became slower and slower, until Alec had him under control. Overjoyed he turned him, and rode him over the hill to the spring. Together they drank the cool, refreshing water.

With the days that followed, Alec’s mastery over the Black grew greater and greater. He could do almost anything with him. The savage fury of the unbroken stallion disappeared when he saw the boy. Alec rode him around the island and raced him down the beach, marveling at the giant strides and the terrific speed. Without realizing it, Alec was improving his horsemanship until he had reached the point where he was almost a part of the Black as they tore along.

One night Alec sat beside his campfire and stared into the flames that reached hungrily into the air; his knees were crossed and his elbows rested heavily upon them, his chin was cupped in his two hands. He was deep in thought. The Drake had left Bombay on a Saturday, the fifteenth of August. The shipwreck had happened a little over two weeks later, perhaps on the second of September. He had been on the island exactly nineteen days. That would make it approximately the twenty-first of September. By now his family must think him dead! He doubled his fists. He had to find a way out; a ship just had to pass the island sometime. Daily he had stood on top of the hill peering out to sea, frantically hoping to sight a boat.

For the first time, Alec thought of the approaching cold weather. The heat had been so intense upon the island since his arrival that it had never entered his mind that it would soon get cold. Would his shelter offer him enough protection? He had used every available piece of wood on the island to reinforce it, but would that be enough? How cold would it get? Alec looked up at the clear, starlit sky.

He rose to his feet and walked toward the hill. The Black, standing beside the spring, raised his head and whistled when he saw him. He followed Alec as he climbed to the top. The boy’s eyes swept the dark, rolling sea. White-crested swells rushed in and rolled up the beach. The stallion, too, seemed to be watching—his eyes staring into the night, his ears pricking forward. An hour passed, then they turned and made their way back to camp.

A wind started blowing from out of the west. Alec stoked the fire for the night, then crawled wearily into his shelter. He was tired, for he had spent most of the day gathering carragheen. He stretched out and was soon asleep.

He didn’t know how long he had been sleeping, but suddenly the Black’s shrill scream awakened him. Sleepily he opened his eyes; the air had grown hot. Then he heard a crackling noise above; his head jerked upward. The top of the shelter was on fire! Flames were creeping down the sides. Alec leaped to his feet and rushed outside.

A gale was sweeping the island and instantly he realized what had happened. Sparks from his campfire had been blown upon the top of the shelter and had easily set fire to the dry wood. He grabbed the turtle shell and ran to the spring. Filling it, he ran back and threw the water on the flames.

The Black pranced nervously beside the spring, his nostrils quivering, while Alec rushed back and forth with his little turtle shell full of water, trying to keep the fire from spreading. But it had a good start and soon it had enveloped the whole shelter. Smoke filled the air. The boy and the horse were forced to move farther and farther back.

Soon the two nearby trees caught. Alec knew that the fire could not spread much farther—the island was too barren of any real fuel. But right now the flames were devouring everything in sight. They roared and reached high into the air. There was nothing that Alec could do. The one thing he really needed—his shelter—was gone. And there was no more wood.

The fire burned a long time before it started to die down. Then the wind, too, began to diminish. Alec sat beside the spring, watching the flames, until the first streaks of dawn appeared in the sky. He blinked his smoke-filled eyes, gritted his teeth—he wasn’t licked yet! He’d find some way to make a shelter, and if that wasn’t possible, then he’d sleep outside like the Black.

Determinedly he set out for the beach. Perhaps some wood had been swept ashore during the night. The Black trotted ahead of him. Then Alec saw him snort and rear as he reached the top of the hill, and plunge back down again. Alec hurried forward. From the crest of the hill, he looked down. Below him was a ship anchored four hundred yards off the island!

He heard voices. He saw a rowboat being drawn up on the beach by five men. Incredulous, unable to shout, he rushed down the hill.

“You were right, Pat, there is someone on this island!” he heard one of the men shout to the other.

And the other replied in a thick Irish brogue, “Sure, and I knew I saw a fire reaching into the heavens!”
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Alec’s eyes blurred; he couldn’t see. He stumbled and fell and then clambered to his feet. Again he rushed forward. Then they had their arms around him.

“For the love of St. Patrick,” the man called Pat groaned, “he’s just a boy!”

Words jumbled together and stuck in Alec’s throat as he looked into the five pairs of eyes staring at him. Then he found his voice. “We’re saved!” he yelled. “We’re saved, Black, we’re saved!”

The sailors looked at him—he was a strange sight! His red hair was long and disheveled, his face and body so brown that they would have taken him for a native had it not been for the torn remnants of his clothing, which hung loosely on him.

One of the men stepped forward. From his uniform he was obviously the captain of the ship. “Everything is going to be all right, son,” he said as he placed an arm around Alec and steadied him.

Slowly Alec gained control of himself. “I’m okay now, sir,” he said.

The sailors gathered around him. “Is there someone else with you on this island?” the captain asked.

“Only the Black, sir.”

The men looked at one another, and then the captain spoke again, “Who’s the Black, son?” he asked.

“He’s a horse, sir,” Alec answered.

And then he told them his story—of the storm and the shipwreck, the hours spent in the raging sea holding desperately to the rope tied to the stallion’s neck, their fight against starvation on the island, his conquest of the Black, and the fire which that night had reduced his shelter to ashes. Sweat broke out on his forehead as he once again lived through the twenty days of hardships and suffering since the Drake had gone down.

When he had finished there was a moment of silence, and then one of the men spoke. “This lad is imagining things, Captain. What he needs is some hot food and a good bed!”

Alec looked from one face to another and saw that they didn’t believe him. Rage filled him. Why should they be so stupid? Was his story so fantastic? He’d prove it to them, then—he’d call the Black.

He raised his fingers to his lips and whistled. “Listen,” he shouted. “Listen!” The men stood still. A minute passed, and then another—only the waves lapping on the beach could be heard in the terrifying stillness of the island.

Then the captain’s voice came to him, “We have to go now, son. We’re off our course and way behind schedule.”

Dazed, Alec’s eyes turned from the island to the freighter lying at anchor, smoke belching from its two stacks. It was larger than the Drake.

The captain’s voice again broke through his thoughts. “We’re bound for South America—Rio de Janeiro is our first stop. We can take you there and radio your parents from the ship that you’re alive!”

The captain and Pat had him by the arms; the others were in the boat ready to shove off. Desperately Alec tried to collect his thoughts. He was leaving the island. He was leaving the Black. The Black—who had saved his life! He jerked himself free, he was running up the beach.

Their mouths wide open, the sailors watched him as he stumbled up the hill. They saw him reach the top and raise his fingers to his lips. His whistle reached them—then there was silence.

Suddenly, an inhuman scream shattered the stillness—a wild, terrifying call! Stunned, they stood still and the hairs on the backs of their necks seemed to curl. Then as if by magic, a giant black horse, his mane waving like flame, appeared beside the boy. The horse screamed again, his head raised high, his ears pricked forward. Even at this distance they could see that he was a tremendous horse—a wild stallion.

Alec flung his arms around the Black’s neck and buried his head in the long mane. “We’re leaving together, Black—together,” he said. Soothingly he talked to the stallion, steadying him. After a few minutes he descended the hill and the horse hesitatingly followed. He reared as they approached the sailors, his legs pawing in the air. The men scrambled into the boat; only Pat and the captain stood their ground. Fearfully they watched the Black as he strode toward them. He drew back; his black eyes glanced nervously from Alec to the group of men. Alec patted him, coaxed him. His action was beautiful, and every few steps he would jump swiftly to one side.

Approximately thirty yards away, Alec came to a halt. “You just have to take us both, Captain! I can’t leave him!” he yelled.

“He’s too wild. We couldn’t take him, we couldn’t handle him!” came the answer.

“I can handle him. Look at him now!”

The Black was still, his head turned toward the freighter as if he understood what actually was going on. Alec’s arm was around his neck. “He saved my life, Captain. I can’t leave him here alone. He’ll die!”

The captain turned, spoke with the men in the boat. Then he shouted, “There isn’t any possible way of getting that devil on board!” He paused. “How’re you going to get him out there?” The captain pointed to the ship.

“He can swim,” answered Alec. “He’ll follow me. I know he will.”

There was another discussion between captain and crew. When he turned, the captain’s heavily lined face was more grim than ever. He doffed his cap and ran a large hand through his gray hair. “Okay, son,” he said, “you win—but you’ll have to get him out there!”

Alec’s heart beat heavily and he gazed at the stallion. “Come on, Black,” he said. He walked forward a few steps. The Black hesitated and then followed. Again Alec moved ahead. Slowly they approached the group. Then the Black halted, his nostrils quivered and he reared.

“Get in the boat, Captain,” Alec shouted. “Move up to the bow. I’m going to get in the stern when you get her in the water.”

The captain ordered his men to shove off, and he and Pat climbed in; then they waited for Alec.

Alec turned to the Black. “This is our chance, Black,” he said. “Come on!” He could see the stallion was nervous; the horse had learned to trust him, but his natural instincts still warned him against the others. Soothingly Alec spoke to him. Slowly he backed away—the Black raised his head nervously, then followed. As the boy neared the boat, the stallion stopped. Alec kept backing up and climbed into the boat. “Row slowly,” he said, without turning his eyes away from the horse.

As they moved away from the beach Alec called, “Come on, Black!” The stallion pranced, his head and tail erect, his ears forward. He half-reared and then stepped into the water. Like a flash he was back on the beach, his foreleg pawing into the sand and sending it flying. His black eyes never left the boat as it moved slowly out into the water. He ran a short way down the beach, and then back again.

Alec realized the terrific fight that the stallion was waging with himself. He whistled. The Black stopped in his tracks and answered. Slowly the boat moved farther away.

Suddenly the stallion rose high into the air on his hind legs, and then plunged into the water. “Come on, Black,” shouted Alec. “Swim!”

The Black was in water up to his big chest now—then he was swimming and coming swiftly toward the boat.

“Row for the ship, Captain,” yelled Alec.

The black head rose in the water behind them, the eyes fearfully following Alec as he half-hung out of the boat and called to the stallion. The large, black body slid through the water, its legs working like pistons.

Soon they reached the freighter. The captain and three men sprang up the ladder. Only Pat remained behind with Alec. “Keep him there for two minutes!” the captain yelled over his shoulder.

The Black reached the rowboat and Alec managed to get his hand on the stallion’s head. “Good boy!” he murmured proudly. Then he heard the captain’s hail from on top of the deck. He looked up and saw the cargo hoist being lowered; on the end was a wide belly band to go around the Black so that he could be lifted up. He had to get that band around the stallion’s stomach!

Alec saw the Black’s eyes leave him and gaze fearfully at the line descending over his head. Suddenly he swam away from the boat. Frantically Alec called to him.

As the band came within reach, Pat grabbed it—his fingers tore at the straps and buckles. “We’ve got to get this around him somehow!” he shouted to Alec. “It’s the only way!”

Alec tried desperately to think. Certainly there must be some way! The stallion had turned and once again was looking in their direction. If he could only get close to him. “Let me have the band, Pat, and more line,” he said.

Pat handed it to him and signaled above. “And what are you going to do?” he asked.

But Alec didn’t seem to hear his query. He gripped the straps of the band tightly. “We’ve come this far,” he said to himself. He climbed over the side and lowered himself into the water. Pat was too astonished to speak. Alec swam a few yards toward the Black, the band stretched out behind him; then he stopped and trod water. He called softly and the stallion swam toward him.

He came within an arm’s reach and Alec touched him, keeping his body far enough away to avoid the driving legs. How could he get the band around the stallion? Pat was yelling suggestions, but Alec could think of only one way that might be successful.

He sank lower in the water, his hand gradually sliding down the Black’s neck; he held the straps of the belt tightly in the other. He took a deep breath and filled his lungs with air; then he dived sideways and felt the waters close over his head. Down he went, striving desperately to get enough depth to clear the stallion’s legs. He swam directly beneath the Black’s belly; the water churned white above his head and he caught a glimpse of striking hoofs. When he felt sure that he was on the other side, he started up, his fingers still tightly closed upon the straps and the band dragging behind.

When he reached the surface, he found the stallion in the same position, his eyes searching for him. Now the band was directly below the Black! He signaled for Pat to pull up the slack between the boat and the horse. All that he had to do now was to tighten the band around the stallion by getting these straps through the buckles on the other side! Alec moved closer to the Black. He would have to take the chance of being kicked. He kept as close to the middle of the stallion as possible. Then he was beside him. He felt the waters swirling on both sides. The line was taut now, ascending in the air to the top of the hoist on the freighter.

The Black became uneasy. Alec reached over his back and desperately tried to pull the straps through the buckles. A searing pain went through his leg as one of the Black’s hoofs struck him. His leg went limp. Minutes passed as his fingers worked frantically. Then he had the straps through and began pulling the band tighter. The stallion went wild with rage as he felt it tighten around him. Alec pulled harder. Once again he felt the Black’s hoof strike his leg—but there was no pain. He had the straps through the buckles as far as they would go; he made sure they were securely fastened, and then wearily pushed himself away from the Black.

A safe distance away, Alec signaled the men on the freighter to hoist. He heard the starting of a motor and the chain line became more taut. Then the stallion was dragged through the water until he was beside the ship; his teeth were bared, his eyes were filled with hate! Then the hoist started lifting him up. Slowly the Black moved out of the water—up, up in the air he ascended, his legs pawing madly!

Alec swam toward the rowboat, his leg hanging limp behind him. When he reached it, Pat hung over the side and helped him up into the boat. “Good boy,” he said.

The pain in his leg made Alec’s head whirl. Blackness seemed to be settling down upon him—he shook his head. Then he felt Pat’s big arm around his waist and he went limp.

When Alec regained consciousness, he found himself in bed. Beside him sat Pat—a large grin on his face, his blue eyes crinkling in the corners. “For the love of St. Patrick,” he exclaimed, “I thought you were going to sleep forever!”

“What time is it, Pat?” Alec asked. “Have I been sleeping long?”

Pat ran a large, gnarled hand through his black hair. “Well, not so long, son—you were pretty tired, y’know.” He paused. “Let’s see, we picked you up Tuesday morning and now it’s Wednesday night.”

“Whew!” said Alec. “That’s some sleeping!”

“Well, we did wake you up a couple of times to give you some soup, but I guess you wouldn’t be remembering now.”

Alec moved slightly and felt a pain go through his leg. His eyes turned to Pat. “Did I get hurt bad?” he asked.

“The Doc says not—went to the bone, but it’s healing nicely. You’ll be all right in a few days.”

“And the Black—what happened?”

“Lad, never in my life did I ever expect to see the like of him! What a fight he put up—he almost tore the boat apart!” Pat’s blue eyes flashed. “Lord, what a devil! The moment his hoofs touched the deck he wanted to fight. If we hadn’t still had the band around him, he would have killed us all! He plunged and struck his legs out like I’ve never seen before. He wouldn’t stand still. You could have helped us, son. We hoisted him in the air again, off his feet. I thought he had gone crazy, his face was something terrible to see—and those screams, I’ll hear them to my dying day!”

Pat stopped and moved uneasily in his seat. Then he continued, “It was when one of the boys got a little too close, and that black devil struck him in the side and he fell at our feet, that we decided there was nothing else to do but choke him! We got our lassoes around his neck and pulled until we had him pretty near gone. It was tough on him, but there was no other way. When he was almost unconscious, we let him down once again and somehow managed to lower him below.

“It was a job, lad, that I hope I’ll never have to be in on again. We have some other horses and cattle in the hold, too, and they’re all scared to death of him. It’s a regular bedlam down there now, and I hate to think what might happen when that horse is himself again! We’ve got him in the strongest stall, but I’m wondering whether even that’ll hold him!”

Pat rose from his chair and walked to the other side of the cabin.

Alec was silent, then he spoke slowly. “I’m sorry I’ve caused you all so much trouble. If only I’d been able to—”

“I didn’t aim to make you feel like that, lad,” Pat interrupted. “I guess we knew what we were doing, and from the looks of that animal he’s worth it. Only we all realize now that he needs you to handle him—the Lord help anyone else that tries to!”

“Tell the captain I’ll repay him and you fellows, too, Pat, somehow.”

“Sure, lad, and now I have some work to do. You try and get some more sleep, and tomorrow or the next day you’ll be on your feet again.” He paused on his way to the door. “If you give me your address, we can radio your parents that you are safe, and tell them where we’re bound.”

Alec smiled and wrote his address on the piece of paper Pat handed him. “Tell them I’ll be with them—soon,” he said as he finished.
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A few days later Alec got out of bed for the first time. His injured leg weakly supported him. As he dressed, a knock came upon the door.

“Come in,” he called.

Pat entered. In his hand was a radiogram. “It’s from your folks.” He grinned.

Alec took it and read: “Thank God you’re safe. Cabling money to Rio de Janeiro. Hurry home. Love. Mother and Dad.”

He was silent a minute, then looked up at Pat. “It’ll be great to get home,” he said.

Pat smiled. “How’s the leg feel?”

“Not so bad,” Alec answered as he continued his dressing. “How’s the Black doing?”

“I’m afraid he’s feeling better—it’s a good thing you’re able to get down there today!” answered Pat.

Alec drew on a pair of large pants which one of the sailors had given him.

“Kinda big for you, aren’t they?” asked Pat.

“Better than walking around without any.” Alec grinned.

He finished dressing and slowly limped to the door. “Have to get to the Black before he tears the place apart.” He folded the radiogram and placed it carefully in his pocket. “Thanks, Pat,” he said.

“Don’t stay on your feet too long, son,” Pat warned. “Remember what the Doc said.”

When Alec entered the hold, he heard the Black’s pounding above the bedlam of the other horses and cattle. He came to the horse’s stall and saw his dark head raised above the door. His large eyes moved nervously about. Alec called—the stallion’s head jerked toward him. His nostrils quivered and he neighed. Alec reached a hand out. “Hello, fella,” he said, “did you miss me?” The stallion shook his head and thrust his nose toward him. Alec ran his hand across the soft muzzle.

He took from his pocket an apple which he had saved from his breakfast. He held it out to the Black, who swept it out of his hand. Alec picked up the currycomb and brush from the floor, opened the door and went inside. “Guess it was tough on you, fella, but they didn’t have any choice,” he said. The next hour he spent in brushing the Black until his body shone brilliantly.

The days passed quickly for Alec, as he spent most of his time in the hold with the Black. His leg healed and was soon as good as ever. The captain and Pat at first attempted to get him interested in the boat and the voyage, but at last they gave up. The friendship between the boy and the stallion was something too much for them to understand.

The captain’s hand rose to his chin as he and Pat watched Alec inside the stall. “Y’know, Pat,” he said, “it’s almost uncanny the way those two get along—a wild beast like that, a killer, and yet gentle as a kitten when the boy’s around.”

Pat nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said, “one of the strangest things I’ve ever seen. I wonder where it’ll take them?”

Five days later they steamed into Rio de Janeiro. The captain delegated Pat to go with Alec to the wireless office, where he could secure the money his family had sent him, and help arrange for his sailing to the United States.

As Alec walked with Pat through the South American city, he thought how close he was getting to home. He was on the last leg of his journey! They reached the office and went in. Pat spoke to the man at the desk in Portuguese. After a few minutes the man handed him a pen, and Alec signed his name. Then he was handed his money.

Next they went to the ticket office. There they found that the next boat for the United States would sail the following day. Alec had just enough money for himself and the Black, and he booked passage. He looked at Pat. “That doesn’t leave me anything for the captain and you fellows.”

“Don’t you worry about that, Alec,” Pat answered.

When they returned to the boat, Alec made his way to the captain’s office. He found him behind his large desk working over some papers in front of him. He looked up, motioned the boy to sit down and continued writing. Finally he stopped and sat back in his chair.

“Well, son,” he said, “we’ve come to the parting of the ways, haven’t we?”

“Yes, sir,” answered Alec. “Pat and I got the money and everything all right.” He shoved his hand in his pocket and drew out some change. “But this is all I have left. You see, sir—well, Mother and Dad didn’t know about the Black, and what they sent was just enough to get us both back to New York.”

“And now you’re thinking about what you owe us, aren’t you?” the captain interrupted.

“Yes, sir,” replied Alec. “If it hadn’t been for you, we’d probably still be back on the island.”

The captain got up from his chair and walked over beside Alec. He placed an arm on his shoulder. “Don’t you worry about us, son. We don’t expect anything—and you and that horse gave us more excitement around here than we’ve had in years.” He smiled, and they walked toward the door. “You just see that you get the rest of the way home safely, and that’ll be fine!”

“Thanks, Captain,” Alec said as he went out onto the deck.

“And don’t let anyone steal that black devil from you either!”

“I won’t, sir, and thanks again,” replied Alec.

The next afternoon he walked the Black down the gangplank. He had a firm grip on the stallion’s halter, and kept talking soothingly to him. The ship that was to take them home had arrived during the night and was now being loaded with cargo. Pat and some of the sailors gathered around him as he reached the dock.

One by one they said good-bye, until only Pat remained. “So long, Alec,” he said. “Take good care of yourself.”

“You bet,” answered Alec. “And remember, Pat, whenever you get to New York, you promised to look us up.”

“Sure, some day perhaps …” He paused. “What are you going to do with the Black when you get him home?”

“I don’t know, Pat; I haven’t given it much thought. I just hope Dad and Mother will let me keep him.”

Pat was looking at the stallion. “He’s built for speed. I’ll bet he could tear up a track.”

“You mean—race?” asked Alec.

“Perhaps. Eight years ago, before I went to sea, I trained some pretty good horses in Ireland. I’ve never seen any that looked more like a runner than this one!”

“You can bet your last penny on that,” Alec said. Memories flashed back of his breathtaking rides on the island. “Well, Pat, I have to go now, they’ve almost finished loading over there. Good-bye.” He held out his hand and the other grasped it.

“So long, Alec,” he replied, “and good luck!”

“So long, Pat.”

Alec led the Black to the other end of the dock. A group of horses were gathered in one corner waiting their turn to be loaded. Dockhands rushed back and forth. A mixture of cattle and fruit smells filled the air.

The Black reared, and the other horses shrilled in fright as they saw him. Alec took the stallion to a far corner. His ears were pitched forward, his eyes glared masterfully over the others.

“Reminds you of the old days, doesn’t it, fella?” said Alec. He smiled, wondered what his mother and dad would say when they saw the Black. He was glad now they had moved out from the city last year to Flushing, one of New York’s suburbs. He was sure he would be able to find a place near his home where he could keep the Black, providing his mother and dad would let him!

Suddenly the Black screamed loudly and Alec felt him tremble. An answering scream filled the air. The other horses shoved each other in confusion. Alec saw a chestnut stallion being led toward the dock. He was big, almost as big as the Black.

The men leading him stopped on the farther side of the dock. Alec was thankful that he wasn’t going to be loaded on the same boat with the Black. The black stallion pulled restlessly at his rope, his head high in the air, his eyes never leaving the chestnut.

The man holding him was having his troubles, too. The chestnut rose in the air. The Black screamed and pulled harder on the rope. The other horses began to neigh loudly. Alec tried to quiet the Black, but he could see that something wild and instinctive was rising within him. He remembered the stories that his uncle had told him about the tribes of wild horses—how one stallion alone was king!

“Whoa, Boy—take it easy,” he said. The stallion was snorting, one leg pawed into the wood, his ears were flat back against his head. The chestnut’s whistle rose loud and clear. Alec saw him rise into the air. There were yells and shouts from the sailors. Then he saw the man holding the chestnut fall to the ground, and the stallion was loose!

The Black reared on his hind legs, and his scream was terrorizing. Alec knew now that he could not hold him. The rope was jerked from his hands.

The chestnut and the Black rushed toward each other, their thunderous hoofs shaking the boards. The distance between the two closed rapidly, and then they clashed! High in the air they rose on their hind legs, their forelegs, pawing, striking madly at each other. Teeth bared, they lunged at each other’s throats. The Black got a hold on the chestnut and savagely hung on. Furiously they kicked, their manes whipping in the air. The chestnut broke the Black’s hold, and for a minute they squared off; then they were lunging at each other again.

Alec couldn’t look—couldn’t look away. Sounds of hoofs striking bodies, and squeals of terror from the other horses mingled with the screams of the two savages who fought for supremacy. The Black shrieked—louder than Alec had ever heard him before. His strength and experience were slowly overpowering the chestnut. His striking hoofs swept the chestnut stallion off his feet, and he fell to the dock. The Black went high in the air and his hoofs came down on top of him. Alec closed his eyes. A moment later the Black’s scream again came to his ears.

He saw the Black standing over the chestnut, his eyes blazing, his body streaked with blood and with lather. What would he do next?

The Black’s head turned toward the group of horses gathered in the corner. Majestically he strode toward them. They neighed nervously, but none moved. Slowly the black stallion walked around them—his eyes piercing, triumphant.

Alec followed him. He heard voices yelling at him, “Keep away, boy, keep away till he calms down!” But he kept walking. The Black turned and saw him.

The stallion stopped still. Alec came closer. The huge black body was torn and bleeding, but his head was high, his mane flowing. Alec watched his eyes—he had learned much from the stallion’s eyes. He saw a little of the wildness leave them. His nostrils stopped trembling. Alec spoke to him softly.

A minute passed, then another. He picked up the rope, still attached to the Black’s halter. He drew up the slack and then pulled gently. The stallion’s head turned toward him. He hesitated a moment, and then turned back to the other horses. Alec waited patiently while the stallion surveyed his newly acquired band. Then he looked again at Alec. It seemed to Alec as if he was trying to make up his mind between them. He took a few more steps toward the horses—then he turned and walked quietly toward the boy.

Shouts of astonishment broke out among the sailors. Alec attempted to lead the stallion toward the gangplank. The Black stopped and turned his head once again toward the horses. For a minute he gazed at them. The ship’s whistle blew. Alec pulled a little harder. “Come on, Black,” he said. Another minute passed, and then the stallion turned again.

The sailors fell away as they approached. When they reached the gangplank, Alec looked over his shoulder and saw a crowd gathering around the chestnut, who was slowly climbing to his feet. The man was running his hands over the horse’s legs. Then he walked him—the chestnut seemed to be all right. Alec was glad—for even though the chestnut had started the fight, it might have meant staying behind if the Black had hurt him seriously.

Up the plank they went—onto the ship. One sailor, more courageous than the rest, called to Alec, “Follow me, kid—down this way!” He led the way to a box stall, and then moved a safe distance away.

Alec led the Black into the stall, took off the halter, and spread the bedding around. He filled a pail full of water. The sailor brought him the antiseptic he’d asked for. He was young, not much older than Alec, and his face was filled with wonder. “I never in my life saw anything like that,” he said.

“Neither did I,” answered Alec. He felt the Black’s legs and sides. “It would be swell if you could get me some clean cloths,” he said. “I have to be careful of these cuts.”

“Sure thing!” the sailor answered. “We’re shoving off in a few minutes, but I’ll be back with ’em as soon as I can.”
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Alec heard the ship’s whistle give three short blasts. The last horse came into the hold, shying nervously as he passed the Black’s stall. The stallion reached his great head out over the door, his ears pricked forward, and his eyes moving from stall to stall.

The boat trembled as the engines began to turn over. Alec bent down to wet the cloth in his hand. “It won’t be long now,” he thought. Carefully he cleaned a deep cut in the Black’s side where the chestnut had kicked him. He felt the stallion quiver as the antiseptic entered the wound. He was so big and powerful. Would he prove too much for Alec to handle? And what would his mother and father say when they saw him? He had thought of a place to keep him. Two blocks from their house in Flushing was an old run-down estate. The large, brown house was now being used to accommodate tourists. But in the rear was an old barn, badly in need of repair, and an acre of ground. It would be an ideal place to stable the Black. If only his parents would let him keep the stallion, he would fix up the barn himself, and find work after school to pay for his feed.

Alec finished his work, and the Black turned his head. “Had a pretty tough day, haven’t you, fella?” The stallion shook his head, and shoved his nose against the boy’s chest, pushing him back against the wall. Alec laughed and picked up the pail and cloths.

He shut the door of the stall behind him. The stallion’s nostrils quivered; his eyes followed Alec as he backed slowly away. “Take it easy now, Boy,” he said. “I have to see what my own bunk looks like!”

The Black screamed as Alec began to climb the stairs. There was a loud crash as the stallion’s hoofs went through the side of the stall. Alec rushed back. “Easy, Boy,” he said. “Easy.” The Black shoved his nose toward him, and he placed his hand upon the tender skin.

Grooms from the other stalls came running toward them. “Everything all right?” one asked.

“Yes,” answered Alec. “He’s still excited.”

“He’s a mean one, he is! You’ll have to watch him!”

“He just doesn’t like to be left alone,” said Alec, “so I guess I’ll stick around.”

The grooms went back to their jobs. Alec looked at the stallion. “Black,” he said, “you’re something!” He went around to the side of the stall and pushed the broken board back into place. He looked around the hold, and noticed that the grooms had opened cots and were placing them beside the stalls. Alec found one and did the same. “Looks as though I’m going to bunk down here whether I like it or not,” he said.

Alec tossed on his cot that night, as the ship plowed through heavy, pitching seas. Every wave seemed destined to send him rolling off his bed. The horses were finding it difficult, too, and their poundings made the hold a bedlam. Alec could hear the Black pawing at the floor of his stall.

It was still rough the next morning, and continued to be rough throughout the day. The horses began to get sick and the grooms were kept busy. Only the Black remained well. He still held his head as high as ever, and moved gingerly about in his stall.

Night fell and the ocean became wilder. Bolts of lightning flashed in the sky and a gale whistled outside. Alec thought of the Drake and the storm that had sent it down to the bottom. He rose from his cot and went to the stall door. The Black was awake, and pushed his nose toward the boy.

“Not frightened, are you, fella?” A streak of lightning made the hold as bright as day, and there was a loud crack as it struck the water. The ship quivered. Alec’s fingers tightened on the Black’s mane. Again darkness, and the ship lurched forward. The engines throbbed and once more took up their steady chant.

The Black’s eyes were moving about restlessly. He shook his head and his foreleg pawed into the bedding of the stall. Alec couldn’t blame him for being frightened. He reached in his pocket for some sugar and held it out to the stallion. The Black moved away and pounded harder than ever.

The ship staggered as a wave crashed against it. The grooms were rising from their cots, awakened by the storm. The other horses were quiet—most of them too sick to cause any trouble. Alec was afraid the Black would get out of control. He opened the door and went inside. The stallion backed into a corner. Alec held out the sugar. “Easy, Boy,” he said. The Black’s head was high in the air. He stopped his pounding as Alec put a hand on his neck. He reached down for the sugar. “That’s a good fella!” said Alec. Slowly the Black quieted under his hand.

Hours passed and dawn broke in the sky. The wind lessened and a torrent of rain poured down. One of the grooms came over to the Black’s stall. “Isn’t he sick at all?” he asked.

“A little,” Alec answered, “but mostly he’s just nervous, though.”

The man looked at the Black admiringly. “He certainly must have an iron constitution to go through seas like this without being sick. He’s the only animal on board that isn’t!”

Later in the day Alec began to feel queasy in his stomach. Desperately he fought against it. At last he had to admit that he was seasick. “Guess you’re a better man than I am, Black,” he said.

The next few days Alec didn’t care whether he lived or died. Most of the grooms were sick, too, so they didn’t pay much attention to him. The ship’s first mate, who acted as doctor on the ship, came down, and tried to make him go to his cabin, but sick as he was, he realized that he couldn’t leave the Black.

Three mornings later, Alec weakly rose to his feet and walked up to the stallion. The ship had stopped rolling. “Hello, Boy,” he said. “I see you’re as spry as ever!” The stallion’s ears pricked forward and he shook his head.

A groom came up. “How d’you feel, kid?” he asked.

“A little weak,” Alec said, “but otherwise okay.” He paused. “How much longer before we reach New York?”

“About two more days,” the groom answered, “unless we run into some more rough weather—but I think we’ve had our share of it.”

“I hope so,” Alec said—and he meant it.

Two days later the ship’s whistle blew for Quarantine, where the boat was to be inspected before passing into New York harbor. The Quarantine inspectors entered the hold and went from stall to stall, examining the horses. Alec noticed that each groom produced papers and showed them to the officer in charge. What would he do when they came to him? Perhaps it would be better if he went over now and explained why he didn’t have any. Alec started toward the officer. Suddenly the Black’s scream stopped him in his tracks. He turned and saw that one of the inspectors had crossed the hold and was opening the stallion’s door. “Watch out!” shouted Alec, but he was too late. The Black reared and struck out with his front feet, striking the man and sending him flying against the door.

Alec rushed to the stall and flung himself between the stallion and the inspector. Desperately he grabbed the halter. The Black’s frightened eyes never left the man on the floor. The inspector, spluttering angrily, climbed to his feet. Alec felt relieved; if he was angry, he couldn’t be hurt very badly. His trouser was ripped where the Black had struck him, but there were no other signs of injury.

The other inspectors came running. “What’s the matter here?” asked the officer in charge.

“This horse attacked me, sir!” said the man. “He’s a dangerous animal.”

The officer walked closer to the door. “What have you to say about it?” he asked Alec, who was tightly holding the Black’s halter.

Alec looked at the tall, sharp-featured man, and wondered whether the officer could prevent the Black from entering the country. He felt sick at the thought. They just couldn’t do that. He met the officer’s eyes. “I’m sorry about what happened, sir, and I know he wouldn’t have done what he did if your inspector hadn’t entered the stall like that. You see, he isn’t used to people, sir. No one has ever been near him except me.”

The officer’s eyes traveled over the stallion. Then he walked toward the door and went inside. Alec took a firmer grip on the halter. “It’s all right, Black,” he said. “Whoa, Boy.” The stallion moved uneasily.

The officer walked slowly around him. “He’s quite a horse. Is he yours?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” answered Alec.

“Are your papers all in order?”

“I haven’t any, sir, but the captain told me it would be all right. We were in a shipwreck and—”

“Oh, you’re the one,” interrupted the officer. “We’ve received orders about you. You’re to go through.” He smiled. “You’ve certainly had a tough enough trip as it is without our making it any tougher.” He turned to the inspector, who had his trouser rolled up and was washing his leg. “How’s the leg, Sandy?” he asked.

“It’s okay, I guess, sir—but that horse is the wildest one I’ve seen around here in fourteen years!” he answered.

“And I think the best, too!” The officer smiled. He turned to Alec. “You must have quite a story, son—shipwrecked, and turning up with an animal like this.”

“It is, sir. We were both on the Drake when it went down, and from what I’ve heard we’re the only survivors.” He paused. “It’s a pretty long story, sir.” He turned to the stallion. “How about it, fella?” The Black snorted.

With a clean bill of health, the ship left Quarantine and steamed through the Narrows into the harbor. Alec eagerly peered through the porthole beside the Black’s stall. His throat tightened as the skyline rose before him. Here he was back home again! How differently he had left it five months ago—it seemed more like five years!

Alec felt the Black’s heavy breathing on his arm. He turned and ran his hand across the tender nostrils. “Well, Black,” he said, “we’re home!”

He could see the two small tugs effortlessly pushing the big freighter. The buildings climbed higher and higher into the sky. A large liner, ocean-bound, passed them—its stacks belching white smoke into the heavens. Tankers and flatboats loaded with railroad cars crept past. In the distance Alec saw the Statue of Liberty. His eyes filled with tears. What was the matter with him? He was too old to become emotional. But his throat tightened and he swallowed hard as they neared the symbol of freedom and home!

An electric ferry plowed through the water beside the ship, its decks crowded with people. The sun was sinking behind the buildings on the Jersey shore. The Black sniffed at Alec’s hand. He turned and smiled. “Only a few more minutes, Black,” he said. He reached in his pocket and pulled out two lumps of sugar and a radiogram. The stallion took the sugar from his hand. Alec opened the yellow piece of paper, and read it once again: “Will be at pier. Can hardly wait. Love. Mother and Dad.”

The steamer was now opposite Brooklyn, where it was to dock. The tugboats swung the ship around and headed toward the shore. The hold was filled with noise as the crew prepared to unload the ship. The Black became uneasy.

Then the boat slid up beside the dock. Alec heard the bumping of the boat against the dock. A few minutes later the hold doors were thrown open.

The crew began to unload the horses. Because of the Black’s reputation, they made him wait until all the others were off. Then one of the crew signaled to him. “Okay,” he said. Alec smiled as he saw him move quickly away out of the way.

Alec led the Black out of his stall, his hand tight on the lead rope. The stallion’s head rose high; he knew that something unusual was going to happen. Lightly he pranced toward the door. The pier was crowded with people. Dusk had fallen and the lights were on. The Black snorted; he had never seen anything like this. He reared, but Alec brought him down. It was a cool fall night. A breeze blew in through the open door, whipping his mane. His large eyes moved nervously, and he uttered a short, sharp whistle. He shook his head and screamed louder.

Sudden silence fell upon the dock, and all eyes turned toward the Black as he stood in the doorway. Slowly Alec led him down the gangplank. He felt the stallion’s black body tremble as the city noises became louder now that the pier was quiet. Halfway down, the Black suddenly went high into the air. Alec brought him down. Three of the crew started up the gangplank to help. The Black saw them and rose again, his legs striking out in front. The men stopped in their tracks. The stallion had broken into a sweat.

Alec knew that he was losing control over him. He took a firmer grip on the rope, holding with two hands. A truck drove onto the pier, its two blazing headlights coming swiftly toward them. The Black screamed and rose once again. Alec was lifted from his feet, still gripping the rope. The stallion flung him to one side; he lost his hold, fell down to the gangplank. High above him he saw the pawing hooves. Cries from the spectators shattered the stillness.

The Black came down, his forelegs landing on each side of Alec’s head! He snorted, turned and disappeared inside the hold. Alec lay still, dazed for a moment. Then he felt hands helping him to his feet.

“Are you all right?” one of the men asked.

“Yes, I’m okay,” answered Alec. “Just a little shaken.”

“You should be after that! He’s a wild one!”

A policeman came running up, his gun in one hand. Fear for the Black crept into Alec’s heart. He looked at the officer.

“Don’t shoot him!” he said.

“I’m not going to,” answered the policeman, “unless he endangers any lives.”

Alec’s strength slowly returned.

“I’ll get him,” he said.

“I’ll go along with you,” said the officer. The other men backed down off the gangplank.

“Perhaps I can do this better alone, sir,” said Alec.

“Perhaps—but I’ll go along just in case—”

Alec entered the hold first. He saw the horse standing beside his stall. His frightened eyes turned toward the boy.

“What’s the matter, fella?” Alec said. “Is New York too much for you?” Cautiously he moved forward and placed his hand on the stallion’s neck. The Black moved nervously. “Sure, it’s new to you, but it really isn’t so bad after you get used to it.”

The stallion shoved his nose against Alec’s chest. Alec put his hand in his pocket, drew out some sugar and gave it to him. He waited while the wild look gradually left the Black’s eyes.

Then he took hold of the halter and led the Black toward the door. The policeman moved to one side. The stallion reared again when he again saw the lights and the crowd. Alec quickly turned him and went back to the stall.

The officer spoke up, “Take off your sweater, kid, and blindfold him.”

“Good idea.” Quickly he drew off his sweater. He led the stallion to a box, and stepped on it so as to reach his eyes. He folded the sweater and placed it across them, tying it in the back. The stallion jerked his head and tried to toss it off. He half-reared. Alec’s assuring hand and voice calmed him down.

Once again he led him toward the door. When they appeared in the doorway, the crowd shouted. Carefully Alec led the stallion down the plank. He saw the stallion’s ears prick forward and then go flat back against his head. His breathing became heavier. He shook his head and half-reared again. Alec glanced below; it seemed that thousands of upturned faces were watching them.

Halfway down, the Black again reared into the air. Once again Alec felt himself start to leave the gangplank. He let the rope slide through his hands. The stallion went high and then descended. Alec dodged the front hoofs. White-faced, he led the Black down. A few more feet and they were on the dock. The crowd shoved aside quickly to get out of the stallion’s path.

The Black made a beautiful sight. He moved lightly on his feet; he tossed his head trying to rid himself of the blindfold; his mane waved in the wind. Alec’s white sweater across his eyes made a sharp contrast against his coal-black body. “He’s getting used to the noises,” thought Alec, but he never relaxed his hold on the stallion.

Suddenly he heard his father’s voice. “Alec, Alec—here we are!” He turned, saw his mother and father standing on the edge of the crowd—Dad just as tall and thin as ever, Mother just as short and plump. Their faces were as white as the sweater across the Black’s eyes. Alec moved toward them, then he remembered the stallion. He saw his mother grip his father’s arm. He stopped a short distance away from them.

“Hello, Mother and Dad!” was all he said, though his heart was full. He could see his mother had been crying. Grasping the end of the rope so as to keep hold of the Black, Alec ran up to her, threw his arms around both of them.

“It’s good to see you, Alec,” his father said after a few minutes.

“It’s good to be home,” answered Alec. His mother smiled.

The Black moved restlessly beside him. Alec looked at him, then at his parents. “He’s mine,” he said proudly.

“I was afraid of that,” said his father. His mother was too astonished to say anything. He saw his father’s eyes going over the stallion. He had done a lot of riding in his day and it was from him that Alec, even as a small child, had learned to love horses. He said nothing, but Alec could tell that he was admiring the Black.

“I’ll tell you the whole story later. I owe my life to him.”

His mother seemed to have regained control of herself. “But he’s so dangerous, son—he threw you down—” But she stopped, puzzled, as she met the calm, self-reliant look in the eyes of the boy who was holding the horse. This couldn’t be her son, the boy who had left her only five months ago!

“What are you going to do with him, now that you’ve got him?” asked his father.

“I don’t know, Dad, but I do know where I can keep him!” The words poured out of his mouth. He knew that he must convince his parents right now, once and for all, that the Black must be his—for keeps. “There’s that old barn in the old Halleran place up the street where the Daileys are living now. I’m sure they’d let me keep him there for almost nothing, and he’d have a whole acre of ground to graze in! I’ll work, Dad, after school, to make money to pay for his feed. Let me keep him, won’t you?”

“We’ll see, son,” said his father quietly. He smiled reassuringly at Alec’s mother. “We’ll take him home and see how it works out. Only remember, Alec, he’s your responsibility—yours to take care of and yours to feed. You’ve got a big job on your hands. I’ll see to it that he gets to Flushing, but from then on it’s up to you!”

A young man made his way cautiously around the Black and walked up to them. He carried a camera in one hand, with the other he removed his hat, disclosing hair as black as the stallion’s body. “Pardon me,” he said to Alec, “I’m Joe Russo of the Daily Telegram. I’d like to take a few pictures and get your story. I understand you’re the only survivor of the Drake that went down off the coast of Portugal.”

Alec pointed to the Black. “He was there, too,” he said.

“Say, this is a story!” Joe Russo exclaimed. “You mean that horse was on the boat, too?”

“Yes,” Alec answered. “He certainly was.”

“What happened when the boat sank?” Joe asked, genuinely interested. He wrote hastily with his pencil.

“It’s too long to tell you now,” Alec replied. “Besides there is so much to be done around here.…” He turned to the Black, who was moving restlessly.

“Let me help you with him,” Joe said with all the persistence of a young reporter. “You’re going to need a van to get him home, and I think I know where I can get one. Then later on you can give me the whole story!”

“Okay,” Alec said, grateful for any assistance with the immediate problem of getting the Black home.
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An hour later Alec led the Black into a covered truck that Joe Russo had secured to carry him home. His mother had gone ahead, driving the family car. “You won’t get me to ride with that horse!” she had said. His father sat in front with Joe Russo and the driver. Alec, afraid to leave the Black alone, stood in the rear with him. The stallion snorted as the truck began to move into the street. His eyes were still covered with the sweater.

Taxicabs roared past, their horns blowing loudly. Trucks rattled toward the ship to pick up cargo. Men shouted in the streets. Cart peddlers clamored their wares. Noise, noise, noise—this was the Black’s introduction to New York.

Alec’s hand was firm on the halter. Out of the small window in back of the driver he could see the buildings blazing with lights. New York seemed strange to him, too—he had forgotten. The stallion moved uneasily, his head jerked in an attempt to throw off the sweater. “Whoa, Boy,” said Alec. He patted the smooth, black coat. Down through the city streets they went.

Alec’s father kept looking around, as if he couldn’t take his eyes off Alec and the stallion. Slowly the truck moved in and out of the traffic. An elevated train roared overhead. The stallion whistled and half-rose, almost hitting the top of the truck. Alec pulled him down.

Gradually the traffic lessened. They moved farther out of the business section and turned toward Flushing. The worst was over now, and the Black was quiet. Alec was free to think of what fun it was going to be to ride him in that big field near the barn—if they would only let him keep him there.

Then the van was going down the main street of Flushing. Alec peered out the window eagerly. It was good to see the familiar stores and buildings again. Two more blocks and they turend down a side street. Another ten minutes, and Alec saw his own house on the right. His father turned and smiled at him through the window. Alec smiled back.

The truck rolled on past and down the street to the old Halleran house. The van turned into the driveway past a large sign that said TOURISTS. It came to a stop in front of the door.

Alec’s father came around to the side of the van. “Okay, Alec,” he said, “it’s up to you now. Better go in and see whether Mrs. Dailey will let you keep him in the barn.”

Alec let go of the Black’s halter. “Take it easy, Boy,” he said. Then he jumped off the van, went up the porch steps and rang the doorbell. The Daileys had moved into the old Halleran place shortly before Alec went to India, so he wasn’t very well acquainted with Mrs. Dailey, who now came to the door. She was a large, comfortable-looking, heavy-set woman.

“Hello, Mrs. Dailey,” Alec said. “Remember me?”

“Why, you’re the young lad from up the street, but they told me—” She paused in obvious amazement. “They told me that you had been drowned in a shipwreck.”

“We were rescued,” Alex said. “Just got home tonight.”

“Your mother and father must be awfully thankful,” she said. “You must have had an awful time!”

“It was pretty bad, Mrs. Dailey—but what I wanted to see you about, Mrs. Dailey, was—well, I brought back a horse with me—we were rescued together.”

“A horse!” she exclaimed.

“Yes,” said Alec, “and Dad told me I could keep him if I found a place for him to stay. I’d like to put him in one of the stalls in your barn—I’ll pay you for it,” he added.

“But the barn isn’t in very good shape, son,” said Mrs. Dailey. She smiled. “And we already have a boarder in the one good stall!”

“A boarder?”

“Yes, Tony, the huckster, keeps old Napoleon down there now.”

“Napoleon? Do you mean the old gray horse he’s always had?” Alec asked.

“Yes, that’s the one—seems to me he should die any day now, though, then you’ll be able to use his stall!”

“But I don’t know of any other place I could keep my horse, Mrs. Dailey.” Alec was beginning to feel desperate. “Don’t you have another stall he could use?”

“Well, I suppose the stall right next to Napoleon could be fixed up, but I haven’t the time or the money to have it done. If you want to keep your horse there, you’ll have to fix it yourself.”

“Sure I will, Mrs. Dailey!” said Alec happily. “Could I keep him there tonight?”

“Oh, all right,” she gave in with a smile. “And if you do a good job in the barn, I’ll go easy on the rent.”

“That’s swell of you, Mrs. Dailey. I’ll do a good job all right!”

“I’ll get my husband to open the gate for you,” she said. “Henry!” she called loudly. “He’ll be down in a few minutes, I suppose. You can drive to the gate—I’ll have him meet you there.”

“Thanks again, Mrs. Dailey,” said Alec. “Thanks a million times.” He turned and leaped down the porch steps.

“She’s going to let me keep him here!” he shouted as he jumped on the running board of the van.

“That’s good,” answered his father.

“You’re quite a salesman!” laughed Joe Russo. Alec saw that he was making notes on his pad.

“Wait until she sees what’s going to stay in her barn!” said Alec’s father gravely.

They drove past a high iron fence until they reached the gate. There they stopped and waited for Henry. Finally he showed up—a short, chunky man with large shoulders. He came toward them walking in jerky, bowlegged strides. His white shirt tails flapped in the night wind. He wiped a large hand across his mouth. “Right with you,” he yelled. He shoved a key inside the lock and then pushed back the heavy gate; the hinges creaked as it swung open. “Come on,” he said.

The van rolled through and went up the gravel road to the barn. The headlights shone on the large door. Henry came up behind them. “I’ll open the door,” he said, “and you can bring him right in.”

Alec let down the side door of the van so that he could get the stallion out. He grasped the halter. “It’s your new home, Boy!” he said. Slowly he led the stallion down to the ground. The Black tossed his head and kicked up his heels.

“Look at him!” said Alec. “He feels swell already!” He saw the men gazing admiringly at the stallion.

Henry leaned on the barn door; his eyes moved slowly over the Black. “The Missus told me you had a horse—but I never expected one like this!” He shook his head. “Good head, wide chest, strong legs,” he muttered, almost to himself.

Alec led the Black into the barn. In the box stall nearest the door was Napoleon, his old gray head hanging out over the stall door. He whinnied when he saw the Black and drew his head back into the stall.

“Shall I put him next to Napoleon there, Mr. Dailey?” Alec asked. “Do you think it’ll be safe? He gets pretty nervous sometimes.”

“Sure, put him there. Old Napoleon will be more of a help to him than anything—steady him down.” Henry went over to a corner of the barn and picked up a bale of straw which he carried back into the stall and spread around. “We’ll borrow some of Tony’s straw for bedding. He won’t mind. Now you can put him in, son,” he said. “There are a few things that need to be fixed, but I guess it’ll hold him—you can do a better job tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” Alec said.

“What are you going to feed him tonight, Alec? Did you think of that?” his father asked.

“Gee, that’s right!” said Alec. “I had forgotten!” He turned to Henry. “Where do you think I could get some feed, Mr. Dailey?”

“Well, Tony gets his down at the feed store on the corner of Parsons and Northern, but I imagine they’re closed now. But you can use some of Tony’s and pay him back when you get your own.”

“Great,” answered Alec. He led the Black into the stall next to Napoleon’s. It was a little run-down, but it was roomy, and Alec could tell that the stallion liked it. He stood very patiently while Alec removed his halter and rubbed him down. Then Henry handed Alec a pail of feed and Alec dumped it into the Black’s box.

Old Napoleon stuck his head curiously over the board between the stalls. The Black saw him, strode over and sniffed suspiciously. Napoleon didn’t move. Alec was afraid they might fight. Then the Black put his head over into Napoleon’s stall and whinnied. Napoleon whinnied back.

Henry laughed. “See, what’d I tell you? They’re friends already.”

Alec left the stall, feeling more easy about the Black than at any time since they had begun the long journey home. “I’m glad he liked Napoleon,” he said. “Perhaps I can leave him now. He has to learn to be alone sometime.”

“He looks as though he’ll be all right,” said his father. “In fact, he seems to like it here. He isn’t so wild, after all!”

“He’s all right, Dad, when he gets used to things. It’s just when something new upsets him that he gets out of control.”

“Well, son, let’s go home and see your mother. She’s probably worrying herself to death.”

Joe Russo spoke up. “I hate to make a nuisance of myself, Mr. Ramsay, but I’d like to go along and get your son’s story. It has all the earmarks of a good yarn and I certainly could use one!”

Alec’s father smiled. “Sure, it’s all right. Glad to have you. This is a day of celebration for us, you know!”

Henry led the way out of the barn. Alec heard the Black’s soft whistle as the light went out. Then there was silence. Henry shut the barn door.

A slight chill had crept into the air. The van had already gone. They walked slowly down the gravel road toward the gate. Henry handed Alec the key to the lock. “You can have this, son,” he said. “I’ve another up at the house, and you’ll probably be coming around here a lot now.”

“Thanks, Mr. Dailey,” replied Alec. “I certainly will.”

“That’s all right—and you don’t have to call me Mr. Dailey—just call me Henry like everyone does around here. Anything else seems kind of funny!”

“Right, Henry.”

Henry left them at the gate. They crossed the street and walked up toward the house. Alec saw a light on the front porch and his legs traveled faster.

“Take it easy,” said his father. “I’m not as young as I used to be, you know!”

“I can’t even keep up with that pace myself,” laughed Joe, “and I’m still pretty young.”

“I’ll meet you there,” said Alec, and he broke into a run.

He reached the house and took the porch steps two at a time. He flung himself at the door. It was unlocked; he ran into the hallway and glanced into the living room; it was empty. He put a hand on the banister and started up the stairs. Then he heard his mother’s voice from the kitchen. “Alexander, is that you?”

“Yes, Mom, it’s really me,” he yelled. He ran into the kitchen and flung his arms around his mother. “Boy, it’s good to be home!” he said.

He looked up at his mother and saw that her eyes were moist. “What’s the matter, Mom? What are you crying for?”

Mrs. Ramsay smiled through her tears. “Nothing’s the matter. I’m just glad you’re home, that’s all.”

Alec put his lean brown arm through his mother’s soft plump one, and together they went into the living room as his father and Joe Russo came in from outdoors.

The reporter looked around the room with its soft shaded lights and its comfortable-looking furniture, then at Alec and his father and mother. “Guess you couldn’t blame him for wanting to get back to this,” Joe said.

“You bet!” Alec agreed.

His mother sat down on the couch and Alec sat beside her, his arm still in hers. His father was filling his pipe in his favorite chair in the corner. “All right, son,” he said. “Tell us all about it.”

“Well,” Alec began, “it was a few days after I left Uncle Ralph at Bombay that we stopped at a small Arabian port on the Red Sea—”

The clock on top of the radio ticked off the minutes as Alec told his story. Once more he was on the Drake and seeing the Black for the first time. He forgot that his mother, his father and Joe Russo were listening to him. He was in the storm, hearing the roar of the gale and the smashing of the waves against the boat. He heard the loud crack of lightning as it struck the ship. Then the Black was dragging him through the water—hours and hours they battled the waves in the darkness. He roamed the island, fighting against starvation. He discovered the carragheen that had saved them both. He rode the stallion for the first time—that wild, never-to-be-forgotten ride! Then the fire, that awful fire, which turned out to be a blessing in disguise. The joy that was his when he saw the sailors dragging their boat up the beach. Rio de Janeiro—home.…

He finished, and there was silence. His mother’s hand was gripping his. The clock ticked loudly. It seemed to say, “You’re home … you’re home …”

His father’s pipe had gone out. “I don’t know what to say, son”—he broke the silence—“except that God must have been with you—and with us.” He turned to Mrs. Ramsay. “We’re pretty thankful, aren’t we, Mother?”

Alec felt the pressure of her hand. “Yes,” she answered, “we have much to be thankful for.”

“I can understand now how you love that horse,” Joe Russo said.

“Yes, Alec,” said his father, “I can promise you now he’ll always have a place here with us.”

“If it wasn’t for him—that wild, untamed animal—” his mother said.

Joe Russo stood up. “I want to thank you for letting me stay,” he said. “If there is anything I can ever do—”

Mr. Ramsay rose from his chair. “That’s all right. Glad to have helped you,” he said. “Good night.” He held out his hand.

“Good night, sir.” He smiled at Alec and his mother. “Take good care of that horse,” he said to the boy.

“You bet I will,” answered Alec. “And thanks for all you’ve done.”

Not long after Joe left, Alec said good night to his parents and went to bed. The excitement of being home and sleeping in his own bed again made him restless. He lay awake for an hour, then he fell into a sound sleep.

Suddenly a shrill whistle awakened him. He opened his eyes sleepily. Had he been dreaming or had he actually heard the Black scream? The night was still. A minute passed. Then he heard the whistle again—it was the Black.

Alec jumped out of bed. The clock on his dresser told him it was only a little after twelve! He was wide awake as he pulled on his robe and quickly ran down the stairs and out the door. He heard the Black scream again as he entered the gate. Lights flashed on in Henry’s house—then in the houses near by. The Black was waking everyone up! Alec sprinted toward the barn. He reached the door. The light was on!

The Black screamed when he saw him. His head reached far out over the stall.

“Dio mio!” a voice was moaning from inside Napoleon’s stall. Alec couldn’t see anybody—only old Napoleon, who stood trembling on the far side of his stall. His frightened eyes turned beseechingly toward Alec. “Dio mio!” came the voice again.

“Hello,” yelled Alec. “Who’s there?”

The Black pawed nervously at the floor of his stall. Then Alec saw a hand move over the top of Napoleon’s door and cautiously push it open. Suddenly, like a charging fullback, a man plunged through the stall door.

He swept past and was outside before Alec could catch a glimpse of him. The Black whistled again. “Hey, Black,” yelled Alec, “take it easy!” Then he ran toward the door and looked out into the night. Alec saw a man standing beside Henry, who had just arrived on the scene. It was Tony, the huckster, owner of Napoleon! Poor Tony, he’d probably been frightened to death at the sight of the Black in the stall next to Napoleon!

“Hello, Tony,” Alec called as he made his way toward him. Some of the neighbors, their robes pulled hastily about them, were coming up the driveway. Then the sound of a police siren reached Alec’s ears. “Gosh,” he said as a police car turned into the driveway. “Tony, you’re all right, aren’t you?” he asked.

“Sure, he’s all right,” answered Henry, grinning. “The Black just surprised him.”

Tony only nodded. He was still too scared to speak. A small crowd gathered around them. “What’s the matter here?” asked the policeman as he got out of his car.

“Nothing serious, officer,” Henry spoke up. “I own this barn and took in another horse tonight, unknown to Tony here. They both sorta surprised each other—that’s about all there is to it.”

“That right?” the officer asked Tony.

Tony found his voice. “Si,” he said, “that’s-a right. I ver’ busy make-a better the harness sore on my Nappy when I look-a up and see heem. He sure make-a me the surprise all right.”

The crowd laughed at Tony’s comments. “Well,” said the policeman, “guess everything’s all right around here, then. Who owns the horse?”

“I do, sir,” Alec answered.

“You’re rather young to own a horse that does such a big job of scaring people.” The officer smiled.

“I just brought him to New York yesterday,” Alec replied. “He’s still pretty nervous, but he’ll get over it.”

“He sounds like quite a horse. Would you mind letting me take a look at him?” the policeman asked.

“Be glad to,” Alec said.

The small crowd moved forward, pushing Tony in front of them. Alec stopped at the door of the barn. “Most of you will have to watch from here,” he said. “Too many people will get him excited again.”

The Black neighed softly as Henry, Alec, Tony and the policeman approached the stall. Napoleon stuck his head over the stall door and neighed at the sight of Tony, who hung back. The Black still pawed at the floor of his stall. Alec rubbed his nose.

“He’s a beauty,” the policeman said. “I’ve always had a weakness for horses ever since I spent two years on the mounted force. Don’t know as I’ve ever seen one like this, though.” He paused, then after watching the Black a few minutes, he continued, “Yep, looks like everything’s okay around here—and I have to get back to the station. So long.” He left, taking the crowd with him.

Tony stayed in the barn with Alec and Henry. Gingerly he moved toward Napoleon, keeping one watchful eye on the Black. The stallion pushed his head forward. He neighed. “He likes you and Napoleon,” Alec said.

Tony reached a hand to the Black’s muzzle, then jerked it away quickly as the stallion shook his head. Alec and Henry laughed. “Si,” said Tony, “I like-a heem, too, after a while!”

A short time later, Alec once again climbed the stairs to his bedroom. Luckily his parents were both sound sleepers—it was better that they didn’t know of the commotion the Black had made.

Alec climbed wearily back into bed. He was really tired now. He glanced at the clock—two-fifteen—and he wanted to be over to the barn early the next morning! His head fell back on the pillow. He was soon fast asleep.
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The next morning when Alec opened his eyes, he saw the familiar high school banners hanging on the walls. It was good to be in his own room again. Then right away he wondered how the Black was after his rumpus of last night! Alec turned on his side and looked out the window. The sun was rising. It must be around six o’clock.

Not much sleep—but then he was accustomed to that after the last few months. The leaves on the trees were turning a bright autumn red. He was glad his father had told him he wouldn’t have to go to school today. “One more day won’t hurt,” he had said, “and it’ll give you a chance to accustom yourself again.” He knew what his father had really meant was that it would give him a chance to accustom the Black to his new surroundings!

Alec jumped out of bed and ran to the bathroom. He took a cold shower, dressed and tiptoed down the stairs. He opened the door and went out into the crisp morning air. It was quiet as only early morning can be. The grass was wet with a heavy dew. He walked down the street, softly whistling to himself. A safe distance away from the house he began to sing.

He found the gate ajar. Someone must be there already—perhaps Tony! He ran up the road toward the barn, and heard a deep bass voice coming from inside. “San-ta Lu-ci-a, Santa Lu-cia!” Sure, that couldn’t be anyone else but Tony! The barn door was open. Alec saw the little Italian sitting on a chair, his eyes fastened on the two stalls from which were coming deep munching sounds.

“Hello, Tony!”

Tony turned, his dark, wrinkled face creasing into a broad smile. “Hello,” he said. “You see, I’m not afraid of heem any more!”

“Yes,” Alec laughed, “I can see that. You’ll get along swell with him as time goes on!”

“Ah, he’s one great fella—make-a me think when Napoleon was-a young! So frisky, so full of pep, and when he saw me feed Napoleon, he let me feed heem, too!”

“That’s pretty good, Tony. Usually he won’t let anyone get near him but me.”

“Look at them,” Tony said.

Napoleon had shoved his nose through the bars and was trying to get at the Black’s feed box. The stallion playfully nipped him. Napoleon withdrew his head and looked over the stall door.

“Time to go to work, young fella,” laughed Tony. He let him out of the stall, and rubbed his hand over the gray, ragged coat. “Tomorrow I give heem a good bath so he’ll be white as snow!” he said.

Alec watched Tony harness Napoleon. He saw him tenderly arrange a thick pad over the cut on Napoleon’s shoulder. He noticed that the Black was also an interested spectator.

“Give me a hand, will you, Alec? We’re kinda late this morning,” Tony said.

Alec helped to harness old Napoleon to the little huckster’s wagon. It seemed child’s play to handle the gentle old gray horse after the spirited stallion.

They heard the Black scream inside. Alec ran into the barn. “What’s the matter, Black?” he said.

The long black neck was stretched questioningly into the next stall. He missed Napoleon.

“Napoleon has to go to work, Boy, but he’ll be back tonight.” Alec opened the door and took the Black by the halter. He grabbed the lead rope from a nail outside the stall and fastened it to the halter. Then he led the Black out.

Tony was climbing into the seat of the wagon. “Well, Alec, we gotta go,” he said. “See you tonight. Come on, Napoleon.”

Napoleon raised his head and neighed as he saw the Black. He refused to move. Tony shook the reins. “Come on, now, Nappy. We gotta go!” he repeated. Napoleon shook his head, looked at the Black, then resignedly started off.

The Black pulled at the rope. He wanted to follow. Alec held him back. He reared high into the air; his ears pitched forward and he snorted angrily.

Alec smiled. “Hate to see your roommate leave, don’t you?”

They watched Tony and Napoleon go slowly down the gravel road to the gate. Napoleon broke into a slow trot down the street.

When they were out of sight, the Black moved in a circle around Alec.

“Feeling pretty good, aren’t you, Boy?” Alec let the rope out to give the Black more room. He led him toward the open field, encircled by a stone wall. “You’re going to like this to graze in,” he said. “Just look at all that grass!”

The Black cropped the green grass hungrily. When he seemed to have had enough, Alec ran down the field with him. “Not too fast now, Black!” Alec called as the stallion cantered ahead of him. Halfway down the field he found himself tiring and pulled the Black to a halt.

“How about giving me a ride now, Black?” he asked. He looked for a place to mount him. He drew the stallion alongside the stone wall, climbed up on it and slid onto the Black, grasping the halter with both hands.

He hadn’t had a chance to ride him since the island. The Black stood still a moment, then broke into a trot. Alec was able to guide him fairly well with the halter and he found that the stallion still remembered his lessons on the island.

Down the field they went, the wind whipping in Alec’s face, the early morning stillness echoing with the stallion’s hoofbeats. His long powerful strides made the field seem much too small. Alec turned him around the edge and started him back up the field. They went faster and faster. Alec dug his knees into the stallion’s sides and his own body moved rhythmically with the Black’s. They swept past the barn and Alec turned him back down the field again. Around and around the field they went.

After a while Alec managed to slow him down a bit. The Black continued around the field at a gallop. Then he slackened into a trot. Alec had never been happier. Home at last—and with a horse like this! All his very own! He buried his head in the Black’s mane and wiped his hand across his eyes, drying the tears the wind had brought to them.

They approached the barn. Alec saw Henry Dailey leaning against the door watching them. He rode up to him and dismounted, catching hold of the stallion’s halter. “Morning, Henry,” he said. He felt the Black’s coat. “Not even wet.… What a horse, Henry! We’ve been going around that field like the wind! Did you see us?”

Henry didn’t move from the door but Alec saw his small gray eyes going over the Black inch by inch. “Sure, I saw you,” he said. “Son, I’ve seen a lot of horses in my day and rode my share of ’em, but I never saw one give any better exhibition than that!”

Alec beamed with pride. “He is swell, Henry, isn’t he? I still can’t believe he’s mine!” The stallion’s long neck reached down to the ground and he buried his nose in the green grass.

“Let him loose, Alec. See how he likes it,” said Henry.

“Do you think it’s safe?”

“He’s all right now. You gave him a good run. Besides he has to get used to being left alone, anyway.”

“Guess you’re right, Henry.” Alec unsnapped the lead rope from the halter. The stallion raised his head and his nostrils quivered. Suddenly he wheeled and trotted swiftly down the field.

Alec and Henry watched him. “It’s the first freedom he’s had in a long time,” said Alec.

“And he’s sure enjoying it.” Henry looked after the Black admiringly.

The stallion stopped and turned his great head toward them. He whistled softly.

“Boy, I’d love to see him on a track!” Henry said thoughtfully.

“You mean race, Henry?” Alec asked.

“Yep.”

Alec turned to the Black, who was now loping down the field again in an easy, graceful canter, his head turning from side to side. “It’d take a long time before he’d be safe on any track though, Henry.”

“Well, we have plenty of time, haven’t we, Alec?”

“We?” Alec stared at the small husky man beside him. “You mean, Henry, that you and I could do it?”

Henry hadn’t moved—his eyes still followed the Black around the field. “Sure, we can,” he said quietly, and then his voice lowered so that Alec could hardly hear him. “Never liked this business of retiring, anyway,” he said. “Not too old—still have plenty of good years left in me! This life’s all right for the Missus—she’s got enough to do to keep her busy, but I need action. And here I have it shoved right into my lap!” His voice grew louder. “Alec,” he continued, “I know we can make a champion out of the Black.” His face was wrinkled with excitement, his eyelids narrowed until they were only slits in his lined face.

“You really mean it, Henry? But how—”

The old man interrupted him and he moved for the first time. “Sure, I’m confident, Alec, and I know my horses.” He took the boy by the arm. “Come with me and I’ll show you something.”

Henry led him to the far end of the barn. He knelt down beside an old trunk. He took a key from his pocket, inserted it into the lock and opened it. The trunk was crammed to the top with trophies and silver cups. Henry dug down and pulled out a large scrap-book. “The Missus always kept this for me, even before we were married.”

He turned the faded yellowish pages that were filled with newspaper clippings. Headline after headline caught Alec’s eye as he knelt beside Henry: DAILEY RIDES CHANG TO VICTORY IN SCOTT MEMORIAL—DAILEY BRINGS WARRIOR HOME FIRST IN $50,000 FUTURITY—TURFDOM ACCLAIMS DAILEY AS GREATEST RIDER OF ALL TIME—Henry stopped turning the pages, his eyes gazing steadily at a photograph in front of him. “This, son,” he said, “is where I got the greatest thrill of my life—riding Chang home first in the Kentucky Derby. Wouldn’t think that little guy there was me, would you?”

Alec looked closer. He saw a small boy, with a wide grin on his face, astride a large, powerful-looking red horse. Around the horse’s neck hung the winner’s horseshoe of roses. Alec noticed the large, strong hands holding the reins and the stocky, broad shoulders. “Yes,” he said, “I can tell that’s you.”

Henry smiled and reached down into the trunk again. He took out what looked to Alec like old dried-out leaves. Then he saw that they were in the shape of a horseshoe. He looked again at the photograph.

“Yes,” Henry said, “it’s the same one they placed around Chang’s neck that day. Not much left of ’em, but they still hold plenty of memories!”

Henry put the dried flowers back into the trunk. “When I finally got too old and too heavy to ride horses any more, I trained them instead,” he continued. “I married the Missus and we were both pretty happy. We had two children—both girls; now they’re married. Somehow, I’ve always missed not having a boy—some-one like you, son, who loved horses, and who would sort of follow in my footsteps, because there isn’t anything so exciting in the world as lining up there at the post with a four-legged piece of dynamite underneath you!

“Well, to go on, I was pretty successful as a trainer, made good money. And then came the day when the Missus thought it was time for us to retire and get away from the track. Can’t say as I blame her, it’s the only life she ever knew after she married me, and I guess it wasn’t in her blood like it was in mine. We did a lot of movin’ around for a good many years, then we bought this place, and here we are. It’s been two years since I saw my last race—two years. I don’t think I can stand it much longer.”

Henry paused again. “You see, Alec,” he said, “I’m telling you this to show you that if there is only one thing that I do know anything about it’s whether a horse is any good or not—and let me tell you we can make the Black the greatest racer that ever set a hoof on any track!”

Henry closed the book with a sharp crack and placed it back inside the trunk. He rose to his feet and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “What do you say, son—are you game?”

Alec looked at the old man and then toward the open door where he could see the Black in the distance. “It would be great, Henry!” he said. “And I know he would give any horse in the world a real race—if we can just keep him from fighting.”

“It’ll be a tough job, Alec, but it’s going to be worth it to see him come pounding down the homestretch!”

“Where can we train him, Henry?”

“We can’t do much until spring, Alec—just let him get used to it around here. You can ride him around the field and I’ll teach you all the tricks I know. We won’t be able to do much else with him with winter coming on. I don’t think we’ll even bother with a bridle and saddle yet—we’ll wait until early spring for that, too. By that time we shouldn’t have much trouble putting them on him. Then I think I can find a way to get him over to Belmont for some workouts on the track—that’s when the real training begins!”

“Sounds swell, Henry! Do you think I’ll be able to ride him in the races?”

Henry smiled. “Unless I’m very much mistaken, that horse isn’t going to let anyone else ride him.”

As they walked toward the door, the loud drone of an airplane filled the air. “That fellow’s awfully close to the ground!” said Alec. “His motor seems to be missing, too!”

They ran outside and saw a plane flying low over the barn; its motor stuttered and then caught again, shattering the early morning stillness with a deafening roar. “He’s got it!” said Henry.

But Alec wasn’t watching the plane now; he had heard something above the plane’s roar. The sharp, piercing whistle of the Black! Alec saw the stallion rise on his hind legs and wheel in the air, running at breakneck speed down the field.

“Look, Henry!” Alec shouted. “The Black!” The stallion was nearing the end of the field, his pace never slackening, his long, black mane whipping behind him like waves of smoke.

“Lord!” said Henry. “The plane scared him! He’ll kill himself on those rocks!”

“He’s not going to stop, Henry!” Then they saw the Black gather himself, and, like a taut, powerful spring just released, sail through the air and over the fence.

“Seven feet if it’s an inch!” exclaimed Henry. “Come on, we’ve got to get him!” Together they rushed down the field. They saw the Black in the distance—then he was out of sight! Suddenly Henry stopped. “I’ll go back and get the car, Alec. You keep after him!” he said.

“All right,” Alec shouted over his shoulder. “He’s headed for the park!” Quickly he climbed the fence, and ran as fast as he could in the direction the stallion had taken. Soon Henry caught up to him in the car. “Climb in, son,” he said. The Black was nowhere to be seen.
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For half an hour Alec and Henry frantically looked for the Black. Up and down the streets they sped in Henry’s car.

“Lucky it’s so early in the morning, Alec—not so many people around,” Henry said.

“What time is it?” Alec asked, never taking his eyes off the road in front of him.

Henry pulled his large silver watch out of his vest pocket. “Seven o’clock,” he grunted.

“We’ve just got to find him, Henry—before it’s too late!” the boy declared.

“What do you mean—too late?” Henry asked.

“I’m afraid of some cops shooting him. Gosh! That would be terrible!”

Henry nodded and pushed his foot harder on the accelerator. The car jumped ahead.

“Turn down this street, Henry—the park’s just ahead; maybe he’s there.”

Alec saw two men on a street corner. “Pull over there, Henry. We’ll ask them if they’ve seen him. They seem to be pretty excited over something!”

Alec leaned out of the car. “Say, Mister,” he yelled, “did you see a horse run down here?”

“Sure did,” one of them answered. “He shot past here like a streak of lightning ten minutes ago! Where the devil did he come from?”

“Thanks,” said Alec without answering the man’s question. The car lurched ahead as Henry stepped on the gas.

“We’re on the right track, anyway, Alec,” Henry said grimly. A few minutes later they entered the park. Henry slowed down. “You look over there, kid—I’ll take care of this side.”

“It’s an awfully big park,” Alec said, discouraged.

“All the better,” grinned Henry. “Not much chance of him hurting anyone then!”

The car rolled through tree-lined roads. Henry and Alec both leaned out the sides of the car. After a few miles they approached the rolling green fairways of the golf course.

“He might have gone out there, Henry,” Alec said. “Plenty of hills, just what he’d be looking for.”

“Let’s park the car here and take a look, Alec,” Henry said as he brought the car to a stop.

Alec had to trot to keep up with Henry’s short but energetic strides across the fairway. The air was cool and crisp, but starting to warm up from the bright sun that was climbing higher and higher in the cloudless blue sky. Their shoes made deep squishing sounds in the early morning dew.

“Going to be a hot day,” muttered Henry, never slowing his pace. Alec jogged beside him. “Hope we can find him before the early morning golfers start coming out,” he said.

When they reached the middle of the fairway, Henry stopped. “You’d better go in the direction of that wood over there,” he said. “I’ll go down this fairway a piece toward that hill. If either of us finds him, give a yell.”

“Okay, Henry,” Alec said. He started off in the direction of the wood. His feet were soaked. He stopped and started to remove his shoes, then thinking better of it, straightened up and continued at a fast pace. He went down into a large gully. At the bottom he turned and followed the gully as it wove in and out across the fairway. Soon he entered the wood. He climbed to the top of the gully and looked about. Henry was out of sight. The dew on the green grass glistened in the distance. The air was quiet and cooler in the shade of the big trees. Alec knew that on the other side of the wood was another fairway. He hastened toward it, following the path which he had traveled many times as a caddy during the summer months.

He reached the other side and looked across the stretch of green carpet spread before him. The Black was nowhere to be seen. Alec whistled—but there was no answer. He started across the fairway. “Still have a lot of ground to cover,” he thought. “He’s liable to be any place.”

For what seemed hours, Alec trudged up and down the hills of the course looking for the Black. The sun was higher now and hotter. He became more and more desperate as he saw no sign of the stallion. He removed his white sweater and flung it over his arm. He reached the top of a high hill and looked below him. In the distance he could see some men playing golf.

“Henry might have found him,” he thought hopefully. He had covered more than half the course and the Black surely wasn’t around here. Alec whistled again. If the Black was within hearing distance, he surely would recognize his whistle. But there was no answering call.

Perhaps the stallion hadn’t entered the park at all. Perhaps he was still somewhere in the streets. But Alec felt the stallion was too intelligent for that. His natural instinct would lead him to the open spaces here in the park. He must be around somewhere! Alec began to climb back down the hill toward the fairway. He had covered his territory thoroughly. Then he stopped. He hadn’t been to the Hole where he and the fellows always went for a swim after their day of caddying. It was off the course, but there was a chance the stallion’s instinct had led him toward the water.

He had to look there—he mustn’t let even a slim chance slip by. Alec turned in his tracks and went alongside the hill. His legs ached, and his wet feet weren’t helping matters any. He walked about a mile before he came to another wood. He followed a well-hidden path down into a hollow and then up again. It was at least nice and cool in here. The Hole was just ahead now. Alec quickened his steps. He reached the top of the hill and looked down. The water glistened below him. The pool wasn’t large and if the Black was there, he surely would see him. But there wasn’t any sign of him.

The wood was quiet except for the staccato-like tapping of a hard-working woodpecker in a nearby tree. Hope faded within Alec—he had played his last hunch. It was the natural place for the Black to be—the only pool of water for miles around. He took one final look. Even the shadows on the side of the pool wouldn’t have been able to conceal the stallion. He just wasn’t there.

Back along the path he climbed wearily. What had happened to his horse? He saw the Black lying dead in the street, killed by a car or by a policeman’s bullets. It just couldn’t be—it couldn’t end that way! Probably Henry had found him already.

A sharp, cracking noise broke the stillness. He whirled. It came from the direction of the pool. He hurried back and looked down. On the other side, something was making its way through the thick underbrush and coming in the direction of the water! Alec stood still, scarcely daring to hope! There wasn’t any path over there. Whatever it was, was making its own way through the bushes. The noise became louder and louder. Then suddenly a huge black head appeared. It was the Black! Alec saw him reach his long neck down and bury his nose into the cool water.

Relief paralyzed him for a moment. Then he whistled softly. The Black raised his head, water dripping from his mouth. He looked up. Alec whistled again and ran down the slope toward the pool. The stallion saw him. He shook his head and whistled. Alec slowed down to a walk. Cautiously he covered the distance around the pool and approached the Black.

“What’s the matter, fella—scared?” he asked.

The stallion shook his head and moved toward him. His black coat was dirty and his long mane covered with burrs. Alec patted the dripping muzzle. “Had a tough time, didn’t you, Boy!” He ran his hand down the stallion’s neck, wiping the dirt off. “It’s sure good to see you!” he said.

The stallion again pushed his nose into the cool water and drank deep. When he had finished, Alec grasped the halter that was still around his head. “Come on, Boy, let’s get going home.”

The Black refused to move. Alec spoke softly to him and rubbed a hand across his neck, but the stallion stood firm. Alec pulled on the halter again. The Black’s eyes swept around, then rested on the boy. He shook his head and slowly moved after him.

Alec led him up the path through the wood. When they reached the fairway, he stopped and looked at the horse. “Wouldn’t give a guy a lift, would you, Mister?” he asked. The Black moved swiftly to one side, his eyes turned toward the open fairway. “I’m really pretty tired, Black—you gave me quite a chase, you know.” He led the Black over to a tree stump, stepped on it and threw himself onto the stallion’s back.

“Come on, Boy,” he said, “let’s go.”

The Black walked fast out onto the fairway, and then broke into a trot. Alec turned him toward the spot where he had left Henry. “Better get off this course in a hurry,” he thought, “or they’ll have the riot squad after us for tearing up the ground!”

After riding for about five minutes, Alec saw Henry in the distance walking toward them. “Had just about given up,” Henry said when Alec rode up.

“I almost did, too,” Alec said. “Found him away over by the Hole.”

“Looks as though he’s been rolling around in the dirt.”

“He’s had a time for himself, all right,” Alec answered. “Look at the burrs on him—must have gone through a lot of underbrush.”

“We can get those off.” Henry glanced at his watch. “But right now we’d better be getting back—almost nine o’clock.”

For the first time Alec realized that he had had no breakfast and that his parents didn’t even know where he was. “Mother’ll be wondering what’s happened to me,” Alec said. Late for his first breakfast home!

“And the Missus isn’t going to be welcoming me with eager arms, either,” Henry said gravely. “Promised her I’d go down to the market this morning, but it’s too late now.”

Alec jumped off the Black and walked beside Henry, holding the Black by his halter. Soon they reached the car. “Better go by way of Colden Street,” Henry said, “and miss the traffic. Guess you’ll have to lead him—that’s the only way.”

“You drive ahead slowly, Henry, just in case I need you,” Alec said.

The car rolled out of the park and Alec and the Black followed it. Twenty minutes later, after no mishaps, they neared the stable. The stallion’s ears pricked forward when he saw the barn. “I’m going to have to build that fence higher, Henry,” Alec yelled.

“ ’Fraid so,” answered Henry, “or we’ll be spending half our time chasing this fellow around!”

Henry drove up to the barn, and Alec followed with the Black. “I’ll put him in his stall for the rest of the day, Henry,” he said.

“Good idea,” replied Henry. “He’s sure had enough exercise for one day, and so have I.”

“Me, too,” answered Alec. “I’ll put him away and then go home and eat. I’ll come back later and clean him up.”

“Okay, son. I’ll probably be seeing you—that is,” he laughed, “if I can get out!” He turned and walked toward the house.

Alec put the Black in his stall and ran a brush over his body. He put some hay in the stallion’s feed box. “There, that’ll hold you until I get back,” he said. “Be a good fellow now and take it easy, won’t you?”

The stallion pawed his foreleg into the straw and shook his head. “You’d better behave,” said Alec, laughing. “You’ve caused enough trouble for one day.” He shut the barn door and made his way home.

Alec heard the living-room clock strike nine-thirty as he walked into the house. “That you, Alec?” His mother’s voice came anxiously from the kitchen.

“Yes, Mom,” he answered, as he walked into the room. “Dad gone to work?” His nose wrinkled as he sniffed the appetizing aroma of griddle cakes and sausages.

“Yes,” his mother answered. “He wanted to see you, but he couldn’t wait any longer. Where on earth have you been all this time? And just look at you!”

“I’ve been exercising the Black, Mom,” Alec answered. He didn’t know whether he should tell his mother about the Black running away. He decided against it—it would only worry her more, and now that the stallion was back, everything was all right.

“You certainly spend a lot of time with that animal,” his mother said. “I don’t know what you’re going to do when you have to go to school.”

Alec walked over to the kitchen table and sat down. He felt the water oozing out of his shoes. “Oh, I’m going to get up early every morning, Mom,” he said, “and feed and groom him before I go to school.” He fumbled with his shoelaces underneath the table, attempting to get his shoes off without his mother’s noticing him.

“When the weather’s nice,” he continued, “I’m going to leave him outside to graze during the morning. I’ll be in the early session at school this term and have classes right through, and get out at twelve-thirty. That’ll give me lots of time in the afternoon to be with him.” Alec slipped his shoes and socks off and wound his feet around the legs of the chair.

“I don’t want you to neglect your studies, Alec,” his mother said. “If I see you doing that, I’ll have to tell your father, and we’ll have to do something about the Black.”

“He won’t interfere, Mom,” Alec answered, as he hungrily applied butter and maple syrup to the griddle cakes his mother placed before him. Life was settling down to normal again—as normal as it could ever be with the Black.
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The rest of the day passed quickly for Alec. After breakfast, while his mother was in the living room, he slipped upstairs and put on dry shoes and socks. When he came down, he chatted with his mother, sharing little incidents of his experiences on the island and telling her about Uncle Ralph and the fun they had had together in India. In the afternoon he groomed the Black until the stallion’s black body glistened, and his long mane fell smoothly down on his neck.

Henry came into the stable. “Been cleaning the attic,” he grunted. He carried a large package wrapped in newspapers under his arm. He placed the bundle down on the floor. “Come here and look what I found,” he said to Alec.

He began unwrapping the package, as Alec knelt beside him. The papers, brown with age, cracked and fell apart as he took them off. Inside was a small racing saddle and bridle. Henry gently lifted them out and looked at them. He didn’t say anything. A minute passed and then he reached down into the bundle again. Almost caressingly he drew out a blazing green jockey cap and shirt. Alec looked down into the bundle and saw a faded pair of riding pants and black boots.

Henry spoke softly. “Everything’s here—even my number.” He held the shirt in his hand. Around the sleeve still hung the white number 3. “Seems like only yesterday I wore ’em in the last race I ever rode.”

Henry stopped. Alec didn’t speak—he could tell from Henry’s face that once again he was living that race over.

“We went to the post,” the little man said, as if to himself. “It was the largest crowd ever to see the International Cup. They were all for Chang, too—he was the greatest race horse of the day. How they roared when we lined up. The other horses wouldn’t stand still. But nothing ever bothered Chang—he let the others do the frisking. He just waited quietly for the barrier to go up.

“I never saw the rest of ’em in that race. Chang leaped ahead at the start, and I gave him his head—we won going away.” Henry swept a hand across his eyes. “It wasn’t until he had come to a stop that he suddenly trembled, staggered, vainly attempted to keep his feet, then fell to the ground dead. The doctors never knew what actually killed him—finally said that it was a blood clot or something like that. I never knew what to believe. The only thing that mattered was that Chang was gone—but the record he set that day still stands.”

Henry stopped and his gaze turned to the Black.

“I never thought I would see a horse that could break that record—until now,” he said. The Black’s long neck stretched far over his stall door. He shook his head and whinnied.

Carefully Henry put the shirt back into the bundle and rose to his feet. He carried it over to the corner of the barn and placed it inside the trunk. Then he turned around and faced the boy. “There’s just one thing that stands in our way of putting the Black in a race, Alec.”

“You mean because he’s so wild, Henry?”

“No, I don’t mean that. By spring we should have him calmed down a bit. But I read in the paper just now of how you got the Black. You didn’t tell me this morning.”

“I was going to, Henry, but why does that stand in his way?”

“Only that you don’t have any record of who his sire and dam were, and, Alec, a horse must be registered to run in a race.”

Alec felt a sick feeling in his stomach—he hadn’t realized how much he had looked forward to seeing the Black race. “You mean, Henry, we have to find that out before we can put the Black on a track?”

“ ’Fraid so, kid,” Henry answered. Alec could see that he was as disappointed as himself. “Isn’t there any way you could possibly get that information?” the little man asked.

“I don’t see how, Henry. I know the name of the port in Arabia where he got on, but that’s all. Everyone on the ship was drowned, so there aren’t any records we could possibly get.”

Henry thought a minute. Then he said, “I’ll drop a line to a friend of mine in the Jockey Club. Maybe he can help us—some way.”

“Gee, Henry, I hope so!”

“We have all winter to try and find out,” Henry said. “Maybe they can trace him from the town or somethin’. He looks like too valuable a horse not to be registered in a Stud Book somewhere!” He walked toward the door. “Have to be gettin’ back now or the Missus’ll be comin’ down for me!” He stopped and put a hand in his pocket. He took out a piece of paper. “Wrote down what we need for the Black to eat, Alec,” he said. “After you get finished, you can go down to the feed store and get ’em. We can’t have the big boy eating all of Napoleon’s grain, you know.” He paused and his hand went once again inside his pocket. “Seein’ that we’re goin’ to work together, it’s only fair that I share some of the expenses, Alec, so I want to pay for this.”

“You don’t have to do that, Henry. Dad’s going to give me a regular allowance for the work I do around the house.”

Henry smiled. “Sure,” he came back, “and we’re going to need all the money we can get—it takes money to make a champion, y’know. And we can’t skimp on the Black’s food. That’s why we’re going to have to work together just like partners. C’mon now, take this money and beat it down to the store.” Henry shoved the money into the boy’s hand.

Alec looked from the old jockey to the stallion. “Okay, partner,” he said, smiling.

The next morning Alec went back to school. Whiff Sample and Bill Lee fell in beside him as he left the building at 12:30.

“What’s all this about you bein’ in a shipwreck and everything?” Whiff asked excitedly.

“Yeah, it was in the paper yesterday morning, and you even came home with a horse,” Bill finished.

“It’s the truth,” Alec answered. “And if you don’t believe me, come on along and I’ll show him to you. I’m going over to the stable now.”

“We sure will,” they answered together.

When they reached the barn, Alec saw Henry. “Hello,” he yelled.

“So you brought along some spectators, heh, Alec?”

Whiff’s and Bill’s eyes were turned toward the field where the Black grazed in a corner. “Gosh,” they said.

The Black raised his head when he heard Alec’s voice. His ears pricked forward and he whistled. Alec whistled back. Suddenly the horse broke toward them. Whiff and Bill hung back with Henry, as Alec walked toward the fence.

The Black hesitated when he saw the newcomers. He screamed and trotted back down the field. Henry didn’t have to urge Whiff and Bill to move out of sight. They ran into the barn—their eyes wide with excitement. “Did you see him!” gasped Bill.

“Boy, he’s the biggest horse I ever did see and what a mean look!” answered Whiff. They watched from the window of the barn.

The Black broke into a long, loping gait and ran toward Alec, as he walked into the field. “Better get back, Alec,” yelled Henry. “If he doesn’t slow up, he’ll hit you.”

The stallion thundered down upon the boy. Five yards away he swerved, barely missing him. He ran to the fence, turned and once again ran toward him. He swerved as he had done before. “Better get out of there, Alec,” Henry warned.

“He just wants to play, Henry,” Alec yelled over his shoulder. “We did this all the time on the island! It’s like a game of tag.”

“Yeah,” Henry called, “some fun!” He watched as Alec ran after the Black until he got him into a corner. The stallion reared and pawed the ground. He ran to one side, then to the other. Alec slowly approached him, both hands spread apart. The Black snorted, his long mane falling over his eyes. Suddenly Alec ran toward him. The stallion whirled and broke for the side. Alec reached out and slapped him on the hindquarters. The Black ran to the center of the field, then turned and looked back, shaking his head.

“What a pair!” Henry said to himself.

The stallion charged back at the boy, again swerving when he was almost on top of him. For ten minutes Henry watched the strangest game he had ever witnessed. And slowly he began to understand the strange understanding that had grown between this wild stallion and the boy.

A few minutes later Alec came up to him. His shirt was wet with sweat and his blue eyes glistened with excitement. “Do you see, Henry,” he exclaimed, “he just wanted to play! Look at him, Henry—did you ever see anything so great in all your life?”

The Black had broken into a gallop and was running around the field. His mane flew back in the wind, and as he neared them his powerful strides shook the ground. He swept past. Henry didn’t say anything until the stallion had come to a stop at the other end of the field, had whirled and looked back at them. Henry’s own eyes were bright, too. “No,” he said, “I’ve never seen anything like him—not even Chang.

“I wrote to my friend in the Jockey Club,” he continued after a moment’s silence. “I explained the situation and asked if there wasn’t some way we could check up on the Black’s pedigree. He should be registered somewhere.”

“How long before he’ll answer you, Henry?”

“Should be sometime this week, telling us what to do, anyway.”

“I hope so,” Alec said. “It can’t be too soon for me.”

“Me, either.… Guess we’d better bring him in now; he’s been out long enough. Then we’ll make the fence a little higher in spots, so we won’t be chasing him through the park like we did yesterday.”

The boy whistled and the Black came running toward him. Alec grabbed him by the halter and rubbed his nose. He was leading him toward the barn when he heard someone shout, “Hey, Alec, keep away! Don’t bring him in here! We’re here!” The stallion snorted.

“What do you know, Henry, I forgot all about Whiff and Bill,” Alec said. “They’re still in the barn.… Come on out, fellows. I’ll hold the Black here.”

The two boys came out, a little sheepishly.

“Guess we’d better get home to lunch,” Whiff said. They hurried down the driveway as the stallion screamed softly.

“Guess they believe me now,” Alec said, grinning.

After dinner that same night, Alec went back to the barn. Tony had already stabled old Napoleon for the night. Alec saw him shove his white nose over into the Black’s stall to steal some of his oats. The Black playfully nipped him, and Napoleon quickly withdrew his head. Alec couldn’t get over the fancy the Black had taken to Napoleon. He wasn’t afraid to leave him alone now, for as long as the old, gray horse was around, the stallion was quiet. A little later Alec bedded the Black’s stall, turned out the lights and went home.

Days passed into weeks, weeks into months. And Alec’s life, from the moment his alarm awakened him at five o’clock every morning until he closed his books at night, became as regular as a time clock. Always in the morning before school, he would feed, groom and ride the Black around the field. If the weather was nice, he would leave him outside, knowing Henry would be around to watch him. He didn’t have time for games after school with the fellows any more. He had too many things to do. He would rush home at 12:30, as soon as his last class was over, eat lunch and then once again go to the stables where Henry was usually waiting for him.

Henry had received an answer from his friend in the Jockey Club, giving him the address of a Stud Book Registry Office in the Middle East. “It’s very doubtful whether they can help you, though,” he wrote, “as you have so little information to work on. However, I’m sure that they will do their best.”

Henry wrote to them. “Now all we can do is wait and hope,” he told Alec. “It will take a long time. That isn’t going to stop us from training the Black, though. I want to put a watch on that fella—even if we aren’t ever able to put him in a race!”

They hadn’t attempted to put saddle or bridle on the Black yet. Henry wanted to wait until spring. The weather became cold and the ground hard.

“Our real work begins in the spring,” Henry told Alec. “Now we’ll just take it easy!” Under Henry’s expert tutelage, Alec’s riding skill became greater and greater until Henry nodded with approval. “A grand combination,” he said to himself as he watched the boy ride high on the stallion’s withers as he galloped down the field.

After the workouts, Alec would usually spend the rest of the afternoon doing the odd jobs around home which his father gave him. “Have to earn your allowance,” his father said.

He had found plenty of things for him to do, too. Alec never had known there was so much to be done around a house—and his father hadn’t missed up on a thing. The front and back porch gleamed with new paint. The garage doors now opened easily and stayed open. The cellar shone with cleanliness. And Alec never knew so many leaves could fall from trees. One day he would rake up and burn hundreds of them; the next day the yard would be covered again. Then with the coming of cold weather, there was work to be done in the house. Luckily enough, even though it was now January, snow hadn’t fallen and the walks didn’t have to be shoveled.

There was still no news about the Black’s parentage.

“I’m afraid it’s no use, Henry,” Alec told him.

“Don’t give up yet, son,” Henry replied, but Alec could tell that he, too, had very little hope.

One afternoon, Alec walked toward the barn. The sky was overcast and the air cold. “Have to take it easy with him today,” he thought. He pulled open the barn door. Henry sat in his favorite chair, tipped perilously back on two legs against the wall. He was looking at the Black, who was moving restlessly in his stall.

Henry turned as the boy closed the door. “Hello, Alec,” he said.

“Hello, Henry. What’s the matter with the Black?”

“He’s all right,” replied Henry. “Kept him in all morning, though, and he’s pretty fidgety. The ground’s pretty hard, and I didn’t want him out there by himself. He’ll feel better after you’ve given him a few turns around the field. Do your best to hold him down.”

The stallion snorted and reached his head out toward Alec. Alec went over and placed a hand on his nose. “Hello, fella,” he said. “Want to get some air, don’t you?” The stallion shook his head.

“How’s everything at school?” Henry asked.

“Managing all right, Henry. Made up most of my work, and things seem to be working out better than ever before. Guess it must be the regular hours,” and he laughed.

“Yep,” said Henry. “Keep it up, Alec, and we’ll show your folks that you can raise a champion race horse and get good marks at the same time!”

Alec looked out the window. “Henry,” he exclaimed, “look, it’s snowing!”

The front legs of Henry’s chair came down with a bang. He went to the window beside Alec. “Sure enough it is,” he said. They watched the snow fall heavier and heavier. “Well, it’s about time, anyway. Never seen it hang off so long before,” he said.

“Yeah,” said Alec glumly, “and I can just see myself shoveling tons of it off the walk!”

A regular blizzard started raging outside. “Sure is coming down,” said Henry.

The Black was watching the snow, too. His eyes were wide with wonder, his ears pitched forward. “Henry,” said Alec, “look at the Black. This is the first time he’s seen snow!”

“That’s right!” exclaimed Henry. “They don’t have any where he comes from!”

“Wonder how he’s going to react to it?”

“Shouldn’t bother him any,” answered Henry. The Black pawed the bedding of his stall.

“Seems pretty nervous,” Alec said.

“Yep, but that’s because he hasn’t been out,” replied Henry thoughtfully.

For the next half hour, Henry and Alec watched the falling snow. “Seems to be stopping now,” said Alec.

A few minutes later the sun broke out of the clouds. “Certainly is beautiful out there now,” said Henry as he and Alec watched the sun’s rays glisten on the white snow.

The boy turned toward the Black. “Do you think we dare take him out, Henry?” he asked.

Henry looked at the stallion, who was still pacing his stall. “He sure needs the air, Alec. It’s hard to keep a horse of his nature penned up, even for a day. Do you think you could manage him?”

Alec smiled. “I’m not afraid of anything with the Black, Henry—you know that,” he answered.

Henry grinned. “Okay, let’s get him out!” he said as he walked toward the stall.

As soon as Henry opened the stall door, the Black pushed his way out. Alec grabbed hold of his halter. “Whoa, Boy,” he said.

Henry moved toward the barn door. “Better lead him around awhile until he gets used to it,” he said as he pulled back on the door. The Black shied and Alec took a firmer grip on the halter. Cautiously he led the stallion out of the barn.

The air was cold and still. The Black’s hoofs sank into the snow. He moved gingerly around the boy, never letting his feet remain more than a fraction of a second in the same spot. The snow flew in all directions. Slowly Alec led the Black around the yard in front of the barn. The stallion kept shaking his head, and his breath shot from his nostrils, sending two streams of thick vapor into the air.

Alec attached the lead rope to the halter, giving him more room to run around. The stallion made a circle around him. Suddenly he stopped. Cautiously he lowered himself to the ground and then rolled over on his back. His legs waved above him.

“Look at him!” Alec shouted to Henry. “He loves it!”

After a few minutes, the Black climbed to his feet. Alec took him by the halter. “How’d you like it, fella?” he asked. The stallion shook his head. Alec laughed and brushed the snow off his back. “Okay to get on him now, Henry?” he asked.

“Sure,” answered Henry. He walked over beside the Black and boosted Alec onto the stallion.

“Remember, take it as easy as you can,” cautioned Henry, as Alec guided the Black into the field. He went at a fast walk, his legs sinking deeper and deeper into the snow.

Alec reached down and patted the Black’s neck. “How do you like this, fella?” he asked again. The Black swerved a little and broke into a slow trot. Alec let him go and then drew him up into a walk again. “Take it easy, Boy,” he said.

Now Alec let the Black go where he wanted to. He knew the stallion was enjoying the snow. He headed down into the hollow at the lower end of the field. The snow was a little deeper there. The stallion stepped high and once he rose a little on his hind legs. Alec guided him out of the hollow. The Black broke into a canter and Alec let him go, but kept a firm hand on him. The cold wind blew in his face and the snow went flying. When they reached the end of the field, he pulled the stallion up.

After an hour of riding, he saw Henry wave him in. He turned the Black toward the barn. “He liked the snow,” he said when he came up to Henry.

“Sure looked that way,” Henry said, grinning. “Wasn’t as bad as I thought he’d be!”

Alec dismounted. “He’s acting more like a gentleman every day,” he said.

“Yep,” said Henry, “and when spring rolls around he should be all ready for us to go to work on him.”

“Spring,” repeated Alec. “It isn’t far away, Henry—just a few short months.”

The man and boy looked at each other—both thinking the same thing. Henry’s gaze shifted to the Black. “Maybe around the first of April, if all goes well,” he said.
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Alec’s feet scraped beneath his desk. He fidgeted with the pencil in his hand. The paper in front of him was blank. He couldn’t think about geometry at a time like this. His eyes again went to the clock on the side of the wall—12:15. Another fifteen minutes and he’d be on his way! His gaze shifted to the huge calendar hanging over the blackboard—April first! He had waited so long for that date, and now it was here. Today, after months of preparation, they were to break the Black to bridle and saddle, start the real training of the Black, even though no word had yet reached them from the Middle East concerning the stallion’s pedigree. Henry had written two more letters in the last few months.

Alec saw the teacher looking at him, so his gaze dropped to the paper in front of him. The minutes crept by as slowly as all the months of waiting. He couldn’t stand this much longer—he’d just have to go!

Suddenly the bell rang, and like a sprinter off on his marks, Alec leaped for the door. He had it opened and was out in the corridor before the rest of the class had started to move. He ran down the hall, heard an authoritative voice tell him to stop, but kept running. Nor did he stop when he reached the street. He ran until he was too tired to go farther, then slowed down to a fast walk.

He rushed into the house and threw his books on the couch. His mother had lunch ready. He sat down to eat, but he was too excited. He looked up at his mother. “I’m sorry, Mom, but I’m not hungry today,” he said. His mother looked at him. She saw the high flush of excitement on his face.

“Something important going on?” she asked.

“Kinda, Mom,” Alec answered as he finished a glass of milk. “I won’t be home until dinner. I’ll make up for my lunch then!” He ran out of the house. His mother stood in the doorway and watched him as he tore down the street.

Alec found Henry nervously pacing up and down in front of the barn. “Hello, Henry!” he called.

“Hello, son,” Henry replied, taking the pipe from his mouth. “Nice warm day for it.” He looked up at the sun high overhead.

Alec saw the stallion out in the field. “How does he feel today?”

“He’s been pretty frisky all morning. Guess the warm weather is making him feel pretty good, too,” answered Henry.

They watched the Black for a few minutes. Then Henry said, “Well, son, we might as well get started. Feel okay?”

“Sure. What’s the difference riding the Black with a saddle or without one?”

Henry knocked the ashes from his pipe. “All depends on the horse, but let’s get going. I picked up an old saddle in New York yesterday. It isn’t so good, but it’ll do the trick until we get him on a track and can use mine.” Henry walked toward the barn.

Alec whistled. The Black raised his head and came trotting up to him. “Hello, fella.” Alec put his hand on the stallion’s neck.

The Black shoved his nose into Alec’s side pocket. Alec playfully shoved him away and pulled a couple of lumps of sugar out of his pocket.

“Want some sugar, heh, Boy?”

The stallion swept his long, pink tongue over Alec’s hand and the sugar disappeared.

Henry came toward them carrying the bridle and saddle. “Let’s get over in the middle of the field where you’ll have plenty of room.”

“Okay,” answered Alec. The Black trotted beside Alec. When they came to the center, Henry placed the bridle and saddle on the ground. “We’ll try the saddle first,” he said. “No telling what’s going to happen.”

Alec stood at the Black’s head, a firm grip on the halter. Henry took the saddle in his arms and went around to the left side of the stallion. Alec saw the Black’s eyes turn toward Henry. He sensed something was up and moved uneasily. Alec stroked him and spoke in his ear.

Henry said, “Hold him now, son.”

Alec gripped the halter tighter. Henry raised the saddle over the Black’s back and gently placed it on the stallion. He never got the chance to grasp the cinch. The stallion’s hindquarters rose in the air and the saddle went flying. He turned nervously in a circle, and Alec had his hands full trying to hang on to him. Henry picked up the saddle and once again approached the Black. “This isn’t going to be easy,” he said, between clenched teeth. “Hold him again, Alec!”

Once again Henry placed the saddle on the stallion and once again it went flying in the air. “Doesn’t give me a chance to tighten the cinch,” he said as he picked it up.

Fifteen minutes passed and they still hadn’t succeeded in getting the saddle on the Black. Henry and Alec were both tired. Yet the stallion wasn’t as excited as Alec had expected him to be. “He’s just being contrary,” he told Henry.

The Black wouldn’t leave the saddle on his back long enough for Henry to get the girth straps through the buckles. “If I could only some way get ’em through and tighten that saddle on him!” he said.

Alec thought a minute. “It’s the cinch that bothers him. Let’s lengthen it all the way on my side, then I’ll hold the saddle just above his back while you get the ends of the straps through the buckles. Once I drop the saddle, you tighten. You’ll have to work fast.…”

“Might work,” said Henry.

The Black moved nervously around. “Whoa, Boy,” Alec said. He lowered the saddle as close to the stallion’s back as possible, so Henry could get the straps into the buckles.

“All set, Henry?” Alec asked.

“Just a second,” came the answer.

The Black was looking toward the far end of the field. Henry said in a low voice, “Okay, now.”

Quickly Alec placed the saddle on the Black’s back. The stallion reared. Alec jumped to one side. Henry was dangerously close to the Black, his hands feverishly pulling the straps through the buckles. Alec saw him give a final tug, then he flung himself out of the way of the Black’s pawing hoofs. “Got it,” he shouted. “Get out of his way!”

The stallion reared again and then raced down the field, swerving and throwing his hind legs in the air. He tried desperately to get rid of the saddle. Alec and Henry watched him as he plunged around the field. Suddenly the Black reared high on his legs and then fell over backward. They heard the saddle break.

“There it goes,” said Alec.

“If he doesn’t get it off, it’ll be worth it!” answered Henry.

The Black finally climbed to his feet. The saddle was torn and broken, but still on his back. Again the stallion raced up the field, his excited eyes shifting from one side to the other. As he neared them, Alec whistled. The stallion swept past them. Alec whistled again. Suddenly the Black stopped, half-reared and turned. His ears pricked forward and he stood still for a few seconds. Then he was off again down the field, swerving and kicking.

“It’s a good thing you were able to get that cinch tight, Henry!”

“Yeah,” answered Henry, his eyes still following the Black.

Alec whistled again when the stallion came up the field. The Black stopped about thirty feet from them. Alec cautiously walked toward him.

“What’s the matter, fella? Frightened of that saddle on your back?”

The stallion turned and Alec thought he was going to run down the field again. Instead he circled and then stood still. Alec put his hand in his pocket and drew out some sugar. He held it out toward the Black. “Here, Boy.” Slowly he walked up to him and gave him the sugar. He stroked the long, sleek neck. “You’ll get used to it, fella.” He saw that the saddle was pretty well damaged but still usable.

“Walk him around a few minutes, Alec,” Henry shouted.

Alec took the Black by the lead rope and started down the field. The stallion stepped lightly along, every once in a while throwing his hind legs in the air. Ten minutes later Alec led him back to Henry. “He isn’t so bad now,” he said.

“Hop on him then, and let’s see what happens.”

“Okay,” answered Alec, moving toward the left side of the stallion.

Henry gave the boy a boost and he landed in the saddle. A fraction of a second later he found himself flying through the air. The ground rushed up at him. Alec managed to draw his feet up under him and break his fall. He lay still a moment, his body aching. Henry rushed over and knelt down beside him. “Hurt, son?” he asked anxiously.

“Guess not, Henry. Just a little jarred.”

Henry ran his fingers over Alec’s legs. “Try getting to your feet,” he said. Alec pulled himself up. He was unsteady for a moment, and then his head began to clear. He saw the Black a few feet away. The stallion looked at him and then came forward. He pushed his nose into Alec’s side pocket. “Seems just like old times on the island,” Alec said. He turned to Henry. “Why does he throw me just because he has a saddle on his back?”

“Guess it’s just one of those things, Alec. You never know how a horse like this is going to act,” Henry answered. “He isn’t used to the saddle yet, and I don’t think he really knew you were on his back; all he could feel was that extra weight. Now this time talk to him like you always have before, let him know you’re getting on—guess we sort of sneaked up on him then. Let him feel your arms and legs.”

“Okay, Henry.” Alec once again went to the Black’s left side.

“Sure you feel all right?” Henry asked. “Want to wait a few minutes?”

“No,” replied Alec. He looked at the stallion and held the halter with his two hands. “Now listen, fella, take it easy!” The stallion shook his head, almost taking Alec off his feet.

Alec kept talking into the Black’s ear, and his hand ran up and down the stallion’s neck. Then he was in the saddle! The Black reared, but this time Alec was prepared. Up he went with the stallion high into the air, both hands grasping the Black’s mane. The stallion came down and bolted across the field. Alec leaned forward and kept talking to him. The stallion’s speed didn’t slacken, and Alec thought he was in for another ride like the one on the island. Suddenly he found that he was able to guide the stallion—he had control of him. He turned him away from the fence and up the field again. They swept past Henry, and Alec shouted, “Okay!” The stallion didn’t have room enough to run as fast as he wanted to, and after a short while, Alec managed to slow him down and bring him to a stop near Henry.

“Nice going, Alec,” Henry said, gripping the Black’s halter. “We’ll put the bridle on him right away.”

“But don’t you think he’s kind of tired, Henry?”

“That’s one of the reasons why I want to do it now,” Henry answered. “Besides, I don’t think he’s going to mind this as much as the saddle; it has a very light racing bit, and isn’t much more than the halter he’s got on now.”

“You’re the boss, Henry,” Alec said. “How’ll we do it?”

“You stay right on his back. I’ll get the bit in his mouth, and then you can draw the bridle right over his head.”

“Okay,” Alec said, as Henry moved in front of the Black.

Henry’s experienced hands had the bit in the Black’s mouth within a few minutes. Alec quickly drew the bridle over the stallion’s head. The Black shook his head and moved uneasily around in a circle. Alec let him alone. For fifteen minutes he let the Black get used to the bit, then he guided him down the field. Carefully, and in much the same manner as he had done back on the island, Alec taught the Black to turn right and left by a slight touch of the rein. There wasn’t much difference between Alec’s old way and the use of the reins, and the Black caught on quickly.

Alec rode back to Henry and dismounted. Henry smiled. “That, Alec,” he said, “is what I call a good day’s work.”

“Sure is, Henry.” Alec rubbed the Black’s nose. “Nice going, Boy,” he said proudly.

The sun was sinking behind Manhattan’s skyscrapers in the distance as the man, the boy and the horse made their way back toward the barn.
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Alec glanced at his wrist watch as he hurried away from the still-dark house where his mother and father were sleeping. One o’clock. It was two weeks since they had broken the Black to bridle and saddle. The full moon was high overhead; the stars were out; a warm spring breeze blew against his face. Henry would be waiting.

He reached the gate and let himself in. The truck Henry had borrowed was standing beside the barn. Henry was leaning against it.

“Everything all set, Henry?” Alec whispered.

“All set,” came the quiet answer. He opened the barn door carefully so as not to make any noise. “Don’t put on the light,” he said over his shoulder, as Alec followed him inside.

The Black neighed when he heard them. Old Napoleon stuck his head out of his stall and neighed, too.

“Shhhh,” said Alec and Henry together.

“Get over there and quiet them,” Henry said. “I’ll get the tack.”

Alec put a hand on each of their noses. “Take it easy, boys,” he said. “We don’t want to wake anyone up, you know.”

The horses recognized him now in the moonlight. The Black tossed his head gently; Napoleon brushed his long tongue around the boy’s hand.

Henry returned, carrying the bridle and saddle. “Okay,” he said. “Bring him out.”

Alec led the Black out of his stall, without removing his blanket. The stallion stepped skittishly, his hoofs shaking the barn floor.

“Hey, Alec,” Henry cautioned, “try to get him to stand still! He’s going to wake the Missus sure as shootin’!”

“I’ll try, Henry,” the boy answered. “He seems pretty nervous, though; guess he isn’t used to being awakened in the middle of the night!” The Black looked back at Napoleon and whinnied as Alec led him toward the barn door. Then Henry closed the door behind them.

Suddenly Napoleon neighed inside the barn—louder than either of them had ever heard him before.

“Jumpin’ Jehoshaphat!” said Henry, as he ran toward the barn. “We’ll never get out of here without waking someone up!”

The Black raised his head high in the air, his ears pitched forward, and he answered Napoleon’s call. Alec looked at him, then at the barn.

“Henry,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“I’ve got an idea. Why not take Napoleon with us? The two of them can fit into the truck—and I’ve a feeling it’ll make the Black a lot easier to handle, besides being a lot quieter.”

Henry looked thoughtfully at the restless stallion. “Okay,” he finally said. “It’s worth trying.” A minute later he led Napoleon toward the truck.

The Black neighed softly when he saw him, and Alec had no trouble getting him up the ramp into the truck. Henry followed with Napoleon. “Now,” said Henry, “we not only have to get this moving van back to the guy I borrowed it from before six, but we have to get Napoleon back to Tony as well!”

“It’s only one-thirty now,” Alec said.

“We have to be over there by two.” Henry climbed into the driver’s seat and Alec sat beside him. A minute later the truck was moving down the driveway. Only the sound of hoofs came from the back of the van.

Henry drove rapidly through the darkened streets, and half an hour later they pulled up in front of a high iron gate. He touched the horn lightly twice. Over the gate Alec made out the name BELMONT. A glimpse of white caught his eye. Two hands grasped the bars, and a head topped with snow-white hair peered through.

“That you, Henry?” an aged high-pitched voice asked.

Henry leaned far out over the side of the car. “Yeah, Jake—it’s me,” he answered softly. “Everything okay?”

“Okay,” came the answer.

Alec heard the rattle of keys, then the turning of the lock. A moment later the gate swung open. Henry put the car in gear and drove through. The gate was closed behind him. Henry didn’t stop; he drove as if he knew his way around.

“Who was that, Henry?” Alec asked.

Henry kept his eyes on the graveled road in front of him, but Alec noticed a slight smile on his lips. “That’s Jake,” he answered. “We’ve been pals from ’way back. In fact,” he grinned, “Jake taught me to ride. I was just a kid who loved horses and I wanted to ride, but I’d never even been on a horse. I used to go around and watch the early morning workouts, dreaming of the day when I’d be out there on some thoroughbred. Jake was a well-known jockey then—and I guess I sorta idolized him, but then all the kids did. Well, I guess Jake took me in hand just because he couldn’t get rid of me. Anyway, he taught me ’most everything I know—and if I’ve been a success, he’s the reason for it. Jake later went into training horses—and now he’s sorta, well—retired, I guess you could call it.”

Henry paused as he carefully turned a corner. Then he continued, “Y’know, Alec, horses are kind of like the sea, you’ll find out—once you get used to ’em and learn to love ’em, you can’t ever give them up. That’s Jake and that’s me. Jake’s only the watchman around here now, but he loves it. There are horses training around here most of the year, and the track’ll be opening up pretty soon, so he’s content.” Henry brought the truck to a stop beside the track.

“Are you sure no one’s around, Henry?” Alec asked.

“Sure,” answered Henry. “There are only a few horses in training and Jake’s keeping an eye on them, so we practically have the place to ourselves.”

Henry had pulled up beside an unloading ramp. They jumped out and went around to open the back doors. The horses whinnied as Alec climbed in beside them. The stallion threw back his head and tried to break free.

Alec grasped him by the halter. “Whoa, fella, take it easy,” he said. He backed the Black out onto the ramp and then down to the ground.

Henry followed with Napoleon. “It’ll be a good thing to have Napoleon around where the Black can see him,” he said. “Now you’d better walk the Black up and down a few times to get him loosened up.”

“Okay,” Alec said.

A few minutes later, when he walked the Black back toward the truck, he heard old Jake’s high-pitched voice again and saw the little white-haired man talking to Henry. “Bejabbers, Henry,” he was saying, “don’t tell me that gray imitation of a hoss there is the champion that I’m riskin’ my job for!”

Henry laughed. “Bejabbers yourself, Jake,” he said. “Don’t jump to conclusions so fast. You haven’t seen this gray devil run yet.”

“I’m too old a hand around here, my lad, for you to make me believe this critter can do anything but go around that track in a walk—bejabbers, I am,” Jake replied.

Alec couldn’t help laughing. Jake heard him and turned. Then he saw the Black, and his mouth opened wide. Slowly he walked toward the stallion. The Black reared a little, but Alec quieted him down. Jake went around him, his eyes covering every inch of the Black.

Henry came up. “Well, Jake,” he said, after a minute of silence, “what do you think of him?”

Jake looked up at him. “You sure were right, Henry. You’ve got a real horse here.”

“Worth risking your job for?” Henry smiled.

“Worth risking my job for,” the old man answered, nodding his head. “Haven’t seen a horse like him”—he continued—“since Chang.”

“That’s just what I told Alec,” Henry said. He winked at Alec. “Jake,” he said, “meet the owner of this black stallion, Alec Ramsay—Alec, this is Jake.”

Alec grasped the old man’s hand in a warm clasp, and was surprised at the strength in Jake’s fingers. “Glad to know you, son,” Jake said.

“And I’m glad to know you, sir,” answered Alec. “It was awfully nice of you to let us in here. Henry and I certainly appreciate it.”

“Glad to do it,” Jake replied. “Guess Henry knows my weakness. When he said you had a champion, I had to see for myself.”

“You’ll never change, Jake.” Henry laughed.

“ ’Fraid not.” The old man grinned.

The Black tossed his head, and the night breeze blew his mane. “He’s rarin’ to go, Henry,” Alec said.

“Okay, I’ll get the saddle.” Henry moved toward the truck. “Stick around, Jake,” he said over his shoulder, “and you’ll see the fastest thing on four legs.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not a-goin’,” Jake answered. “Come on, son.” He turned to Alec. “We’ll take him down near the gate.”

A few minutes later Henry came up and threw the saddle on the Black. The stallion pranced easily, then reared a little when Henry tightened the cinch. Alec and Jake put the bridle on him.

“All set,” Henry said, when they had finished. He turned to Alec. “Now the idea tonight, kid,” he said, “is just to get him used to the track. Lucky there’s a full moon so it isn’t so dark out there, and I don’t think you’ll have any trouble seeing. Keep him under control as much as you can—try not to let him have his head until coming down the homestretch, then if everything is okay, let him out for a few hundred yards. I’ve been waiting a long while for this! Before you start, walk him down a ways and back. Got it?”

“Right,” answered Alec.

Jake was leaning on the fence, his white head against the rail, his eyes on the stallion. He moved slightly and Alec saw the flash of silver in his hand. He knew Jake held a stopwatch.

Henry boosted Alec up on the Black’s back and adjusted the stirrups. His knees came up, and he squatted on the small racing saddle like a veteran. The stallion moved uneasily. Henry led him out on the track.

“Okay, son,” he said. “Walk him down and back first.”

The Black stepped quickly over the soft dirt, his head high, his eyes shifting from side to side. Alec reached over and patted his neck. “Take it easy, fella,” he murmured. The stallion wanted to run and Alec had his hands full keeping him to a walk. He went to the first turn and then came back. The night was warm, and as they approached Henry, Alec pulled off his sweater. “Save this till I come back.” He tossed it to Henry, and walked the Black a few yards past him.

“Here goes,” he said as he whirled the Black around.

The stallion reared. The boy clung to his neck, his white shirt standing out vividly against the Black’s body. Then the stallion bolted forward. Alec tightened the reins and held him in. Down the track they streaked, the stallion’s giant strides swallowing up the yards. Alec, high in his stirrups, hung low beside the Black’s neck. The wind blew in his face and tears streamed down his cheeks. They swung around the first turn and into the backstretch. Alec kept him close to the white fence. He still held the Black in, but never before had he gone so fast, except on the island.

The stallion loved it and fought for his head. Alec tried frantically to hold him but, halfway down the backstretch, he got the bit in his teeth and ripped the reins out of the boy’s control. Once again he was wild and free. Alec pulled on the reins with all his might, but the Black ran faster and faster. Alec couldn’t see any more. The wind whipped him like a gale, tearing at his shirt.

As they rounded the far turn, the boy swayed in the saddle. Instinctively he clutched the Black’s long mane and hung on for dear life. The stallion thundered into the homestretch. His legs were pounding the turf. They flashed past Henry and Jake, and then around the first turn they went again and once more into the backstretch.

Alec was weak from exhaustion. He tried to think. He had to stop the Black. He pulled desperately on the reins, but the stallion was once again on his own, running as he had been born to run.

It wasn’t until they were halfway down the backstretch again that Alec felt the Black slow up just a little. Alec spoke into his ear; he loosened one hand from the mane and rubbed the stallion’s neck. From then on his speed lessened gradually and, when they whipped by Henry again, Alec had him almost under control. He managed to slow him down after the first turn, and in the backstretch, Alec at last brought him to a stop.

He turned him around. The Black whistled and shook his head. He was breathing heavily, and a white lather covered his black body. He stepped lightly down the track toward Henry. A few minutes later Henry and Jake ran up to them, and Alec weakly climbed down from the saddle. Henry took the reins—they were sticky and wet with blood. He looked at Alec’s bleeding hands, then gave the reins to Jake and put an arm around the boy to steady him. “Take it easy, son,” he said.

“I’m all right, Henry,” Alec said. “Just beat.”

“After that ride you should be,” Henry said.

“No one will ever be able to control this horse,” Jake said. “Once he gets his head—only thing to do is what y’did, hang on and wait until he tires.”

“I’ll control him—one of these days,” Alec said determinedly. He felt better now; strength was returning to his body and the earth was beginning to stand still. The stallion turned his head toward him, his ears pricked forward and he neighed softly. He shoved his nose against the boy.

Alec put a hand wrapped in a handkerchief against the soft muzzle. “You can’t blame him, Henry,” he said. “It’s the first real fun he’s had in a long, long time. I’ve just got to learn to stay on his back and enjoy the ride with him, that’s all!”

“Yeah,” said Jake, “that’s all.”

They walked off the track, Alec leading the Black. No one spoke again until they reached the truck. Napoleon stood there tied to the side. He raised his old, gray head curiously. Alec led the Black up to him and they put their heads together, the stallion obligingly lowering his.

Henry turned to Jake. “Guess you’ll have to admit there isn’t a horse in the country that can come close to him,” he said.

Jake glanced down at the watch in his hand. “No,” he answered. “No, I’ve never heard of any horse doing the time he did tonight. Sun Raider and Cyclone would give him a race, but he’d beat them—if he ran.”

“What do you mean—if he ran?” asked Henry.

Jake nodded toward the Black. “If he ever got on the same track with those horses, there’d never be any race. That horse would want to fight—not run. He’s as wild as they come. Where’d you get him, son?” he asked.

Alec looked at Henry, who nodded. Alec told Jake briefly how he had acquired the Black.

When he had finished, Jake said, “Quite a story, son.” Then he turned to Henry. “How do you know he’s registered anywhere?” he asked. “You know as well as I do he can’t run in any of the race meetings without bein’ registered.”

“Yeah, I know,” Henry answered. “We’re hoping he’s listed in the Arabian Stud Book. I’ve been writing to them but they haven’t answered—guess they can’t find anything!”

Jake looked at the Black. “That horse was born wild, Henry. If I’m any judge—you’ll never find him registered.”

“I’m afraid you’re right, Jake,” Henry said, “but you never can tell, something might come up. We can race him against time and have him break a few records—then they’ll have to notice him!”

Jake nodded. “Not a bad idea. Lots of people would give their right arm to see what I saw tonight!”

Alec walked the Black up and down for a while and then led him into the truck beside Napoleon. After tying the two horses securely, he jumped off the truck and went around to where Henry and Jake were talking. Henry was saying, “We won’t be around tomorrow night—give the boy a rest, but we’ll make it the following night. Be at the gate by two o’clock.”

“Okay,” Jake answered.

Alec and Henry climbed into the front seat. Jake stood on the running board. Alec glanced at his watch. “Three-thirty,” he said, as the truck started to roll. “Hope my folks haven’t missed me.”

“Yeah,” murmured Henry, “and I hope the Missus hasn’t missed me or there’ll be plenty of explaining to do when I get home!”

Jake laughed and stuck his white head in through the window. “So she’s still wearing the pants in the household, heh, Henry?”

“No, ’tain’t that bad.” Henry turned a corner sharply. “It’s just that she’s had enough of horses, and she expects me to be through with ’em, too!”

“Then she still don’t know you, does she?” Jake grinned. “You’re like me, Henry,” he continued, “as long as there’s a breath left in your body, you’ll want to be around horses and nothing in this world will keep you from ’em.”

There was silence until the truck rolled up to the gate. Jake jumped off the running board and opened the gate. As it closed behind them, they waved good-bye to the old man.

“Well, son, you had a tougher time than either of us expected, didn’t you?” Henry asked.

“Guess so, Henry,” Alec answered, “but I’ll be ready for him next time!” He relaxed in the seat and let his head fall back on the cushion behind him.

“Tired?” Henry asked.

“Kinda”—Alec tried to hide the weariness in his voice—“even in spite of that nap I took this afternoon. Mother couldn’t understand it—said it was the first time she’d seen me in bed during the afternoon since I was four!”

“Guess you’ll have to keep doing that for a while, Alec. I’ve fixed it up with Jake to go over there about three nights a week. You see, we have to take advantage of the time that we have now, before the track opens up for the season. There’ll be too many horses and people around then to risk going in. I don’t want to let anyone know about the Black until he races—that is, except Jake; we can trust him.”

“If he does race,” Alec said soberly. “We should’ve had a letter by this time if he’s registered at all!”

“Aw, you never can tell,” Henry answered. “They’re pretty slow over there, y’know, and then there’s probably a lot of things they have to look up.”

“Yeah,” Alec agreed sleepily. He curled his legs underneath him. “Anyway,” he continued, “it’s pretty exciting just riding the Black like I did tonight on a track.”

“Yeah, and I must say you and the Black did a pretty good job. Made the track record look like it was made by a hobbyhorse!”

Fifteen minutes later they pulled up in front of the barn. Alec led the Black into his stall. Henry stabled Napoleon and then followed Alec into the Black’s stall. Together the boy and the man rubbed him down.

A few minutes later they left the darkened barn.

“Good night, Henry,” Alec said. “See you tomorrow.”

“ ’Night, Alec.”

The Ramsay house was still dark. Alec opened the door carefully and climbed the stairs to his bedroom. All was quiet except for an occasional snore from his father.

Wearily he undressed and climbed into bed—his body aching.

A few hours later the alarm clamored in his ear. Half-consciously he reached for it and turned it off. A sharp pain in his hand drove all the sleepiness from him. He sat up and looked at the blood-stained handkerchief still wrapped around his hand. He let his head fall back against the pillow. Then it hadn’t been a dream! He had ridden the Black last night! His eyes rested on the chair beside his bed where he had thrown his clothes. Hanging on the arm was his shirt—ripped by the wind.

His body still ached all over as he threw the blankets off and climbed out of bed. Quickly he dressed and tucked the torn shirt underneath his arm—he would throw it away before his mother saw it. He went into the bathroom, washed and took care of his cut hands. He clenched his teeth as he poured iodine on his hands—but his head was feverish with excitement.
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Two nights later Alec once again rode the Black out on the track. The stallion tugged on the reins as Alec walked him. Henry and Jake leaned on the fence; Napoleon stood beside them, his eyes on the Black.

Alec wore a tight, black sweater; leather gloves covered his cut hands. He had his handkerchief tied around his head to keep the hair out of his eyes. The stallion half-reared and pulled on the reins—he wanted to run! Alec hunched closer to the Black’s neck, his heart pounding, for he, too, wanted to feel the wind stream in his face again and feel the mighty stallion in action!

Suddenly he let loose on the reins and the stallion bolted. He gained momentum in mighty leaps. Faster and faster he went until once again the landscape became a blur, and only the endless line of white fence was there to guide them. Alec didn’t attempt to hold the stallion. “Run, run!” he yelled, but the tearing wind blew the words back down his throat.

Around the track they whipped, and Henry and Jake both pushed the stems of their stopwatches down as the Black streaked by. Eagerly they looked at the time and then at each other. “Never thought it possible,” Jake said.

Their eyes turned again to the black blur rounding the turn. “Look at that horse run!” exclaimed Jake.

“Yeah—and look at that boy ride!” Henry shouted.

Jake’s head rested on his hands against the fence. “I never knew a horse could have that much endurance, Henry,” he said.

“Remember he’s an Arabian.”

“Not all Arabian, though, Henry—too big, too much speed. The blood of a good many horses runs in his veins. Yep, and only his love for the boy keeps him on that track now.”

High in the stirrups Alec hung close to the Black’s neck—it was like flying. Tears from the wind raced down his cheeks in an endless stream. Suddenly as they approached Henry and Jake, Alec saw the gray form of Napoleon lope out onto the track. They whipped by him. But the Black had seen Napoleon, too, and his speed slackened.

Alec glanced over his shoulder and saw the old gray horse running toward them. Gradually the Black slowed down, and then without waiting for a signal from Alec, whirled and galloped back toward the plodding Napoleon. The old horse wheezed as they came up to him, but he held his head high. He reached his nose up to the Black’s, and then broke out into a trot and headed for the turn. The stallion whirled—three mighty leaps and he was up alongside him. Napoleon took three steps to every one of the Black’s. Together they rounded the turn. Napoleon trotted ponderously, his eyes straight on the track ahead of him. The stallion shook his head and playfully nipped the gray horse. Three-quarters of the way around, Napoleon’s pace slackened to a very slow trot.

When they reached Jake and Henry, Napoleon was exhausted, but his eyes were wide with excitement. Alec jumped off the stallion’s back. “Now we’ve got two racers.” He laughed.

“Don’t know what got into him,” said Henry. “Just tore off his halter and loped right out there when he saw the Black coming down!”

Jake rubbed his hand over Napoleon’s body. “Guess he isn’t any the worse for it,” he said.

Henry threw the blanket over the Black. “Tony’ll probably be wondering why he takes it so easy on his rounds tomorrow.”

“He’ll have more pep than ever.” Alec laughed. “Tony will be lucky if he can hold him in!”

Jake threw another blanket over Napoleon. “Here,” he said, “he earned this.”

“Better walk ’em both down the track, son,” Henry said.

Alec led the horses away. Napoleon raised his head as high as he could, imitating the Black. Carefully he raised his trembling legs higher and tried desperately to rear in spite of Alec’s hand on his halter.

Henry and Jake were standing in front of the truck when Alec returned with the two horses. The two men looked at the stallion. “I’d give a lot to be able to spring him in a big race,” Henry said. “Boy, what a sight that’d be!”

Alec looked at Henry. “We’re not going to give up hope yet, Henry, are we?”

Henry’s eyes swept up to the stallion and then back to Alec. “No, sir, kid, they’re going to see this horse run if I have to stage a race myself!”

Henry lit his pipe. In the glow of the lighted match, Alec saw determination written all over his face. His jowls rose and fell as he sucked on the pipe; the thick smoke rose in the air and then floated away on the warm, spring breeze. Henry lifted the pipe from his mouth and turned to Jake. “Got any suggestions on anything we could do, Jake?”

The old man thought a minute. Then he said, “No, Henry. Guess the best thing to do is to race him against time some way and get people talkin’ about him. But first I’d wait for the answer to your letter.”

The stallion’s ears pricked forward as a horse’s neigh reached them from one of the stalls in the distance. Alec looked at the Black wistfully. “That’s the way I feel about it, too, Henry,” he said. “We’ll wait, but he belongs up with the best, and some way we’ve got to show everyone that he does, thoroughbred or no thoroughbred!”

Weeks passed, and Alec and Henry conscientiously trained the Black. Eagerly they awaited an answer to Henry’s last letter. The days passed and gradually they began to lose hope. Then one day it came. Henry rushed into the barn with the long, unopened envelope in his hand. Alec was grooming the Black.

“Alec,” he yelled excitedly, waving the letter. “It’s here!” Furiously his hands tore it open and the envelope fell to the floor.

Alec saw his eyes fly over the letter and then disappointment appeared on his face. He handed the letter to Alec. It was short, only a few lines. Even then, Alec didn’t read all of it. The first sentence was enough. “There is no horse registered to fit the description you sent us. We made an extensive search …” Alec handed the letter back to Henry, who crumpled it up and threw it on the floor.

In the days that followed, Alec showed his disappointment plainly. His night rides on the stallion were still as exciting as ever, but he longed to race the Black against the great race horses of the day.

He read every word the newspapers printed about them. Out in front fighting for top honors were the two greatest horses, turf experts said, that ever set foot on any track—Sun Raider and Cyclone. Sun Raider, the champion of the West Coast, winner of the Santa Anita Handicap, the biggest, fastest horse in racing, the reports from the Coast said. Cyclone was the pride of the East, Kentucky born and bred, winner of the Derby, the Preakness, the Belmont—no horse had ever pushed him to see what he could actually do. When that time came, his followers said, Cyclone’s speed would astound the racing world.

Sports writers wrote long accounts of the two horses, prophesying what would happen if the two champions ever met. “If Sun Raider comes east, he’ll push Cyclone to a new world’s record,” eastern reporters wrote. And the western reporters retaliated—“If Sun Raider ever goes east, he’ll make Cyclone look like a mild summer breeze!”

Race after race passed into turf history. Sun Raider and Cyclone were the names on every person’s lips. Men and women who had never seen a race argued over the merits of the two horses, and who would win, when and if they ever met. And all the time Henry and Alec looked at the Black and smiled grimly, for they knew they had a horse that could beat them both!

One Saturday morning a few weeks later, Alec rushed up to the barn with a newspaper in his hand. The Black at the far end of the field heard him and galloped past Henry. “Hello, fella!” Alec greeted him, as the stallion thundered to a stop and shoved his nose against him. Then Alec handed Henry the newspaper. “Read Jim Neville’s column,” he said.

Henry took the paper and turned to the famous sports reporter’s column. “It is needless to say,” he read, “that the greatest excitement in the sports world today is being caused by two of the fastest horses ever to set foot on any track, Cyclone and Sun Raider. Thousands of words have been written about these two champions during the last year, yes, and thousands of battles have been fought (off the track) as to just which one is the best. The irony of it all is that in most probability these horses will never meet. Mr. C. T. Volence, owner of Sun Raider, is not going to send his horse east this summer for any of the races here, and Mr. E. L. Hurst, owner of Cyclone, is not sending his horse west. It seems to me that both Mr. Volence and Mr. Hurst are failing in their duties as true American sportsmen. For here is a race that the whole nation is clamoring for, and whatever personal reasons these two gentlemen have for not wanting to bring these two horses together should be cast aside for the good of American racing.

“So I would like to suggest a match between Cyclone and Sun Raider to be held in Chicago the middle of next month. I’m sending letters to each of the owners today. There are no big races at that time in which the horses are entered. Both horses will have the same distance to travel for the race, so neither will have any advantage over the other.

“Once and for all the question of which horse is the faster will be settled.…”

Henry looked up from the paper. “It will be a great race if they let ’em run,” he said.

The stallion stood quietly beside Alec, his big teeth crunching on the sugar the boy had just given him.

Two days later as Alec walked home from school, he passed a newsstand. The headline of a morning paper leaped up at him—CYCLONE AND SUN RAIDER TO RUN MATCH RACE JUNE 26! he read. Eagerly he bought a paper and turned to Jim Neville’s column.

The owners of the two champions had accepted his proposal—the race was on! “Mr. Volence and Mr. Hurst even went me one better,” Jim Neville wrote. “They have offered to give over their share of the purse money to a worthwhile charity! I owe them both an apology, for they are true sportsmen in every sense of the word.…”

Alec couldn’t get home and through lunch fast enough to hear what Henry thought about it. When he reached the barn, he saw Henry already had a paper and was reading it. He looked up as Alec approached. “Well, they’ve gone and done it!” he said.

“Boy, and I’d give a lot to see it!” answered Alec.

A car turned into the driveway. “Wonder who this is?” asked Henry.

“It’s Joe Russo—haven’t seen him since he gave us that write-up the day we got home!” Alec exclaimed as the car neared them.

Joe jumped out. “Hello, Alec. Hello, Mr. Dailey. I was over this way covering a story and thought I’d drop in and see how you were doin’ with that wild stallion of yours.”

“He’s okay now.” Alec grinned proudly.

“Still keeps us on our toes, though,” Henry said. “There he is out in the field now.” He pointed to the Black.

Alec whistled. “I’ll give you a closeup of him, Joe,” he said.

The stallion ran toward them. He reared when he saw Joe, and rushed down the field again. “Guess he’s forgotten me.” Joe laughed.

Alec whistled again and the Black whirled and came back. Alec grabbed him by the halter.

“Boy! I knew I wasn’t seeing things that night—he sure is the biggest horse I’ve ever seen!” Joe whistled admiringly.

“Fastest horse you’ve ever seen, too,” said Alec proudly.

“Faster than Sun Raider and Cyclone?” kidded Joe.

“Beat both of ’em,” Henry said.

Joe laughed. “Say, you guys sound serious! Here people all over the country are arguing about who’s the fastest horse in the country—Sun Raider or Cyclone, and you say your horse can beat them both. Better not let anyone hear you say it!”

“It’s the truth, Joe,” Alec said. “We’ve been racing—” He stopped and looked at Henry.

“It’s all right, Alec,” Henry said. “Guess it doesn’t make much difference now who we tell; we can’t race him anyway.”

Joe looked from Alec to Henry. “You mean to tell me you’ve been racing him?”

“In a way,” Alec answered. “We’ve been taking him over to Belmont at night and giving him some workouts.”

“And let me tell you, sir,” Henry broke in, “no horse ever ran around that track like this fellow did. We clocked him; there wasn’t any guesswork.”

“You see,” Alec said, “we had planned to run him in some big races. I was going to ride—but we weren’t able to get his pedigree. We wrote to Arabia trying to get it, but it was impossible. We didn’t know much about him, only the port where he got on the boat. And you can’t run a horse in a race without his being registered.”

“Yeah, that’s right,” muttered Joe, “and while the Black looks like a thoroughbred, he is certainly too wild to have ever been brought up like one!”

“I guess that just about washes us up as far as racing goes, but we still know he’s the fastest horse around!” Henry said.

Joe scratched his head. “You’re sure he’s as fast as you say he is?” Joe asked.

“Sure, I’m sure,” replied Henry. “Why?”

“Well, I know of one race that he wouldn’t need to be registered for.”

“Some county fair?” Henry laughed.

“No—the match race between Sun Raider and Cyclone!”

“But that’s impossible,” Henry said.

“Nothing is impossible these days,” Joe said. “But whether we could get him in or not, it wouldn’t be his lack of registration papers that would keep him out. You see, that’s a special match race—it isn’t held at any race meeting. It’s just like me racing you to see which one of us can run faster. They rent the track, bring the horses and away they go! All you have to do is get the other owners to let you run the Black in the race!”

“Yeah, that’s all,” Henry said, “and I still say it’s practically impossible!”

“There’s a slim chance, though, Henry,” Alec said eagerly.

“You said it, kid.” Joe grinned.

“How do you think we could work it, Joe?” Henry asked.

“I dunno—but you know I work on the same paper with Jim Neville, and he’s the guy that started all this; he might help us some way.”

“Perhaps if you told him about the Black …” suggested Alec.

“Maybe,” answered Joe. “He’s crazy about horses, and doesn’t think that there’s any horse in the world that can beat Cyclone, even Sun Raider. He’d probably think I was nuts if I told him I knew of a horse that could beat ’em both.” He paused. “You’re sure that the Black can?”

Henry smiled. “Yeah, Joe, I’m sure,” he said, “but seeing that you’re kinda skeptical, why don’t you come over some night when we run him? Sure, and bring Jim Neville along, too; then he will have something to write about!”

“Not a bad idea, Henry,” Joe answered. “I’ll get in touch with Jim this afternoon. When you going to run the Black again?”

“Tomorrow night,” Alec answered.

“If you can make it, you can meet us at the main gate at two o’clock,” Henry said.

“Say, this is just like a mystery novel,” Joe said as he walked toward his car. “But I’ll be there, and I have a feelin’ Jim will too! So long!”

“So long,” Alec and Henry called. The stallion raised his head and whinnied as the car rolled down toward the gate.
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The following night when Alec and Henry drove up to Belmont’s main gate, they saw Joe’s car parked there. Two men were inside. “That fellow with him must be Jim Neville,” Alec said hopefully.

Henry brought the truck to a stop and lightly touched the horn. “Leave your car here,” he called softly to Joe. “Jump on the truck—we’ve only a short way to go.”

The two men climbed out of the car and leaped onto the truck’s running board. Henry put the truck in gear as he saw Jake swing the gates open. Joe pushed his head in the open window near Henry. “Made it,” he said. “Where do we go from here?”

“Hold tight, my friend. You’ll find out,” Henry said.

Five minutes later they came to a stop beside the track. Henry and Alec climbed out. A tall, broad-shouldered man stood beside Joe; his hat was shoved back off his forehead and Alec saw long streaks of gray running through his black hair. Somehow Jim Neville looked just as Alec had imagined he would. Joe introduced them.

After the introductions, Jim said, “Frankly,” and his eyes squinted quizzically, “it’s only the newspaper man in me that gets me out here tonight, because as much faith as I have in my pal Joe here, I can’t imagine any horse in racing—today anyway—that can match strides with Cyclone or Sun Raider!”

Henry smiled. “Sure,” he said, “I’d say the same thing if I hadn’t seen the Black run!”

Jim Neville looked questioningly at Henry. “Say, you’re not by any chance the same Henry Dailey who rode Chang to victory in all those races about twenty years ago, are you?”

“Sure he is!” Alec said proudly.

Jim Neville pulled his hat down over his forehead. Alec could see that once again he was the reporter on the scent of a story. “And you believe,” Jim said seriously, “that you’ve got a horse here that can beat both Sun Raider and Cyclone?”

“Yep,” Henry answered. “It’s Alec’s horse; I just help train him.”

Joe Russo spoke up. “Why not show him the Black, Henry, and then we’ll let him draw his own conclusions?”

“Good idea,” said Alec as he walked toward the back of the truck.

He led the Black out on the ramp. “Say,” he heard Jim exclaim, “he is a giant of a horse!” The stallion shook his head. He was full of life tonight for he knew well that he was going to run. His small, savagely beautiful head turned toward the group of men below him. He drew up, made a single effort to jump, which Alec curbed, and then stood quivering while the boy talked soothingly and patted him.

Jake came up and Henry introduced him to Joe and Jim. “Say,” Jake smiled, “this is growin’ into quite a shindig, isn’t it?”

Jim walked carefully around the stallion.

“Watch out. He might kick, if you get too close,” warned Alec. “He doesn’t know you.”

“Don’t worry! I won’t get too close to this fellow,” Jim said. “I’m beginning to see what you fellows mean,” he added. “If he can run as well as he looks—”

Henry disappeared into the truck and came out leading Napoleon.

“Hey, what’ve you got here—another champion?” Jim threw back his head and howled.

“This is Napoleon.” Henry grinned.

“He has sort of a quieting effect on the Black, so we always bring him along,” Alec explained.

Jim Neville watched as Napoleon reached his nose up toward the stallion’s. “Maybe not such a bad idea, after all,” he said.

A few minutes later they boosted Alec into the saddle. The Black pawed the ground. Jim Neville got too close and the Black’s teeth snapped as he tried to reach him. Henry held him back. It was plain to see he wasn’t used to seeing so many people around at one time. He tossed his head up and down, his heavy mane falling over his forehead. Suddenly he rose on his hind legs, tearing the bridle out of Henry’s grasp; his legs struck out, hitting Henry in the arm.

Alec pulled hard on the reins and jerked him to the side. “Black!” he said. “Down!” The men retreated quickly to a safe distance. Jake was rolling up Henry’s sleeve, which was wet with blood.

“Did he get you bad, Henry?” Alec asked.

Jake and Henry were inspecting the wound. “Nothing broke,” answered Jake. “Just a bad cut; we’ll go up to the First Aid Room and fix it!”

“No, we won’t,” Henry said. “I came down here to watch this workout and I’m going to see it. I’ll take care of this later—you gotta take more’n a cut in this business.”

“He sure is a devil!” Jim Neville yelled from the other side of the Black.

“We got him excited, that’s all,” answered Henry. “First time he’s done that to me.”

Again the stallion reared and Alec brought him down. “Get him out on the track, kid,” Jake yelled.

The Black pranced nervously as they went through the gate. Once again Alec felt his body grow warm with excitement. He patted the crest on the stallion’s neck. “We’re off, fella,” he said. Alec looked back at the small group of men behind him. They were all leaning on the fence, watching eagerly.

Joe Russo’s voice drifted toward him. “That kid’s not going on any picnic,” he said.

Alec grasped the reins still tighter and leaned over until his head touched the stallion’s. He knew full well the danger that was his every time he rode the Black, especially when he let him loose on the track. The stallion would never hurt him knowingly, but once he got his head he was no longer the Black that Alec knew—but once again a wild stallion that had never been clearly broken, and never would be!

Suddenly the Black bolted. His action shifted marvelously as his powerful legs swept over the ground. Fleet hoofbeats made a clattering roar in Alec’s ears. The stallion’s speed became greater and greater. Alec’s body grew numb, the terrific speed made it hard for him to breathe. Once again the track became a blur, and he was conscious only of the endless white fence slipping by. His fingers grasped the stallion’s mane and his head hung low beside his neck. His only thought was to remain on the Black’s back and to stay alert. His breath came in short gasps, the white fence faded from his vision; desperately he tried to open his eyes, but his lids seemed held down by weights. Bells began to ring in his ears. Alec’s fingers tightened on the Black’s mane. He lost all track of time—then the world started turning upside down.

It seemed hours later that he felt arms reach around his waist. Then the next thing he knew, he found himself lying flat on his back beside the truck. He looked up at the men grouped around him. Henry knelt beside him, his white handkerchief stained with large dark spots bulging around his arm. Alec’s eyes fell to his own hands. Strands of long, black hair were clenched between doubled fists. Questioningly he looked up at Henry.

“How—” he began.

“It’s all right, kid. You wouldn’t let go of him. Feel all right?”

“Kinda dizzy,” answered Alec. “Where’s the Black?”

“He’s okay—we put him in the truck with Napoleon.”

“Did I fall off, Henry?” Alec asked.

Jake’s high-pitched voice reached Alec’s ears. “Fall off?” he said. “Boy, if that hoss was still running, you’d still be on him. Took all of us to get you off his back when he did stop, and then Henry was the only one of us who could get near him.”

“I’m glad I stuck on him,” Alec said. “Y’know, Henry, we’ve never seen that horse run his fastest yet. I just couldn’t seem to breathe that time.”

“Takes courage to ride him, kid,” Henry answered. “I’m pretty proud of you, but let’s try getting you to your feet. Better for you if you can walk around.”

Alec swayed a little as Henry and Jake lifted him up, but gradually the earth stopped turning around and his brain cleared. He breathed in the night air deeply.

Jim Neville came up. “Kid,” he said, “I’ve seen a lot of riding in my day, but never any to equal that!” Jim then turned to Henry. “You were right, Mr. Dailey—he is the fastest horse we’ve ever seen. I can hardly believe what I saw with my own eyes but”—Jim held the face of a stopwatch up in front of Henry—“I can’t deny this!” Then he turned brusquely to Joe Russo. “And now, Joe, we both have a deadline to make, so let’s get going.”

“Right, Jim.”

“Come around again—anytime you want,” Henry urged, “and we’ll let you see the grandest animal on four feet run without even charging admission.”

Jim Neville’s eyes twinkled. “A lot of people are going to see that horse in action if I have anything to say about it!” he said.

Alec felt the earth whirl around him again. “Honest, Jim,” he said, “do you think we could?”

“I’m not promising anything, kid,” replied Jim, “but I’m going to start something or I miss my guess. Take a look at my column tomorrow. And now we do have to get going. Come on, Joe.”

“I’ll go along with you and let you out,” said Jake.

After they had gone, Henry put his arm through Alec’s and they walked back and forth until the blood once again was circulating through the boy’s legs. “I feel okay now, Henry,” he said.

They climbed into the truck. Alec looked back through the small window, and saw the stallion peering anxiously at him. “Yep, Mister,” he said, “that was quite a ride!”

“Well, Alec,” Henry said, “I hope that whatever Jim Neville is going to do gets us in that race.”

“You’re not hoping any more than I am.”

The next day was Saturday. Alec rushed over to the barn immediately after breakfast. Henry always had a morning paper and probably he was already reading Jim Neville’s column.

Sure enough, he was sitting outside reading as Alec came up. “What’s he say?” the boy asked anxiously.

Henry grinned as he handed him the paper. “Read it for yourself.”

Alec’s eyes swept over the headline—WHO IS THE MYSTERY HORSE THAT CAN BEAT BOTH CYCLONE AND SUN RAIDER? “Yes, I know,” Jim Neville wrote. “I’m the guy that said there wasn’t a horse in the world that could beat that rarin’ red bundle of dynamite—Cyclone. Not even Sun Raider. Yep, and I’m the guy that wrote to Messrs. Volence and Hurst, owners of these thoroughbreds, suggesting the coming match between their horses on the twenty-sixth of June—just two weeks off.

“This race in my mind—and I suppose in the minds of the whole American public—was to settle one thing: To see which horse was the fastest in the country! Both Cyclone and Sun Raider had beaten everything they had met on the track, and it was only natural then that they should meet to settle this question of track supremacy.

“But now, in my mind, this race will no longer prove who’s the fastest horse on four legs, because I’ve seen a horse that can beat both of them. This is something I have to get off my chest, because you racing fans are going to crown the winner of Chicago’s match race as the world’s fastest horse—and it isn’t true. There is still another horse—a great horse, who can beat either one of them.

“It’s only fair to tell you that this horse has never raced on a track, and perhaps never will—because he lacks the necessary registration papers. And now I find that I’m coming to the end of my column, so I’ll close with just this reminder that while you folks are acclaiming the winner of the coming Cyclone–Sun Raider race as today’s champion, I know of a horse—a mystery horse that’s right here in New York—who could probably make both of them eat his dust!”

“Say, that is starting something,” said Alec.

“You said it, son; he’ll have everybody on his neck before this day is out!”

“He didn’t come right out and suggest that the Black run in the match race, though, Henry,” Alec said.

“No—but he’s left the door wide open and you can bet somebody will suggest it.”

“Gee, I hope it works, Henry. Just think, the Black against Cyclone and Sun Raider. Boy! What a race!”

“You said it!” Henry agreed. Then he paused for a minute. “Say, Alec, wonder if we did get the Black in the race—how do you think your folks would take it? About you ridin’, I mean.”

Alec’s eyes met Henry’s. “They just gotta let me ride, Henry. They’ll understand, I’m sure, especially after we tell them how I’ve been riding the Black at Belmont. Funny thing, Henry—Mother decided last night that she’s going to Chicago middle of next week to visit my aunt for a couple of weeks. She’ll be there at the same time as the match race!”

“Whew,” said Henry, “that’s somethin’!”

“Mother isn’t interested in races; she probably won’t even go to see it! You know, Henry, as long as we don’t even know yet whether the Black is going to be in the race, I won’t even mention it to Mother. If the Black does get in—I’ll talk it all over with Dad; he’ll understand.”

“Hope so,” answered Henry.

When Alec looked over the evening papers that night, he saw that Henry certainly was right about everybody’s jumping on Jim Neville’s neck. The sports pages were filled with articles ridiculing Jim’s “insane idea” that there was a horse in America—yes, right here in New York—that could beat the two champions!

Because Jim Neville’s column was carried in papers from coast to coast, and because he was one of the foremost sports authorities in the country, his articles on the mystery horse aroused more and more curiosity with every day that passed. And in spite of the criticism that he was getting, Jim wouldn’t let the public forget about his mystery horse. Each day in his column he would carry a paragraph about him. Each night on his network sports program, he would again mention him.

One sports writer wrote, “Only a figure as well-known as Jim Neville could have created such a hullabaloo as is now going on over the merits of a mystery horse that Neville claims can beat both Sun Raider and Cyclone!”

A week passed and the small snowball that Jim had started rolling continued to gain momentum. “Who is this mystery horse?” the racing public wanted to know. Jim’s only reply was that he had promised to keep his name a secret, but that he could get him at a moment’s notice.

He called Henry and Alec on the telephone. “Don’t run him at Belmont any more,” he told them. “This is getting bigger than I had even hoped it would. We’ll have the Black in that race yet!”

Another week passed. Alec’s mother left to visit her sister in Chicago. The match race was only one week off.

Alec felt a little discouraged as he made his way toward the barn early one morning to give the Black a workout before he went to school. Time was growing short—if they only had another two weeks …

He met Tony coming out of the barn with Napoleon.

“Hello, young fella,” he said. “Ah, thees is da life.” He pounded his short, stocky arms against his chest and breathed in the early morning air.

“Yeah,” Alec said. “Sure is, Tony.”

Tony backed Napoleon into his wagon and started harnessing him up. “What’s-a da matter, young fella? You look kinda down in da dumps.”

“I’m all right, Tony,” Alec answered. “Guess I was just thinking.”

“Too much-a thinkin’ doesn’t do nobody good,” Tony said wisely as he climbed into the seat.

“Guess you’re right, Tony. See you later.”

“You betcha,” came the reply.

Alec led the Black out of his stall and went over him with a soft cloth. Then he snapped the long lead rope on his halter and led him out into the early morning sunshine. The stallion ran around the boy, kicking his heels high into the air. Then he came closer and playfully tried to nip Alec. “Feeling pretty good this morning, aren’t you?” Alec asked.

A few minutes later he threw the saddle on him and rode him into the field. Somehow he always felt different when he was astride the Black. It was like being in a world all his own. Forgotten were his problems, the city around him—it was like flying in the clouds.

A half-hour later he slipped down from the stallion’s back and led him back into the barn. He had just finished feeding him when Henry came in. “I’m almost late for school, Henry,” Alec said. “Would you mind giving him the once-over with the cloth—?” He stopped as he saw a wide grin on Henry’s face.

“Sure,” Henry said, “but read this before you go, lad!” He handed Alec the morning paper.

Alec turned quickly to Jim Neville’s column. His heart seemed to stop when he read the headline: MYSTERY HORSE TO RUN IN CHICAGO MATCH RACE. He swelled all up inside, and for a minute he couldn’t see the paper—then it became clear again.

“Yesterday,” Jim Neville wrote, “I received one of the most sporting letters that I have ever had the pleasure to receive. It was from Mr. E. L. Hurst, owner of Cyclone. His letter was short and to the point. He suggested that since the match race to be held in Chicago next week is just for the good of racing and the proceeds are all going to charity, he saw no reason why my mystery horse should not run against his horse and Sun Raider. Mr. Hurst said that he sincerely believed that Cyclone had never been pushed as fast as he could go, and there was no horse on earth that he feared. If the owner of the mystery horse believed that his horse could beat Cyclone, he would not object to his trying as long as it was also satisfactory to Mr. C. T. Volence, owner of Sun Raider.

“As soon as I received Mr. Hurst’s letter, I phoned Mr. Volence in Los Angeles and read it to him. I asked him if he felt the same way about it, and he said, ‘Yes, definitely.’ He went on to say that, with the country talking so much about this mystery horse, it would save them running another match race next month. ‘Might as well kill two birds with one stone—’ he said, ‘Cyclone and Neville’s Folly!’

“Neville’s Folly, heh, Mr. Volence—just wait’ll you see him in action!” the article finished.

Alec looked up from the paper at Henry. Slowly a grin spread over his face. Instead of feeling delirious with excitement as he had expected, he felt cool and composed.

“He’s in, Henry,” he said. “He’s in!” The man and the boy looked at each other, and then turned and walked toward the stallion, who had stuck his black head out the stall door and was looking at them curiously.
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Alec never knew how he got through the rest of that day in school. All that he could think of was that a week from today he’d be racing the Black against Cyclone and Sun Raider! Somehow, he still couldn’t believe that all this was happening to him—Alec Ramsay.

That night after dinner, he walked into the living room where his father was reading. He sat down in a chair and nervously turned the pages of a magazine. His father looked up from his paper.

“Received a letter from Mother today, Alec. She’s getting a big kick out of Chicago and seeing your aunt again. Says if everything is okay here, she’ll stay three weeks. That all right with you?”

“Sure, Dad.” Alec smiled. “You’re a good cook!”

His father laughed. “Exams at school will be starting pretty soon now, won’t they, son?”

“Monday.”

His father lit his pipe and then picked up the paper again. He turned to the sports section. “Ready for ’em?” he asked.

“Guess so.”

The room became silent. Alec turned more pages of his magazine, and then looked up at his father whose face was hidden behind the spread newspaper. Thick smoke curled upward toward the ceiling. Alec cleared his throat and was just about to speak when his father’s voice broke the silence.

“All anybody can read in the sports section these days is news about that horse race out in Chicago next Saturday. Wonder who the devil this mystery horse is that Jim Neville’s got into the race?”

Alec’s pulses raced. “Dad—”

“Yes, son?”

“Dad, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. You see—”

His father once again let the paper fall on his lap and looked at him.

Alec couldn’t keep his voice from faltering. “The mystery horse—the mystery horse,” he stammered, “is the Black.”

His father looked at his son in amazement. The room was still. “You mean, Alec, that the Black is the horse everyone’s been talking about—he’s the mystery horse?”

“That’s right, Dad.” Alec rose from his chair and went to the window; he drew the curtain to the side and then let it fall again.

“But who’s going to ride him in a race like that?” Mr. Ramsay asked.

Alec tried to swallow, but nothing seemed to go down. “I am,” he answered softly.

The doorbell rang. “I’ll answer it, Dad,” Alec said with relief. He knew it would be Henry answering his signal from the window.

Henry came in and removed his old brown hat. He gave Alec a knowing glance. “Evening, Mr. Ramsay,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Hello, Henry,” Alec’s father answered. “Glad you’re here. You must be in on this, too. Now tell me what the devil’s been going on between you two and the Black? I had a hunch something was up but I never dreamed it was anything as stupendous as this!”

“It’s quite a long story,” Henry said. Then for the next half-hour he told about the training of the Black, and Alec’s midnight rides at Belmont. Alec watched his father as he listened intently to Henry. How would he take it—he loved horses himself, but would he let him ride? It was a good thing Mom wasn’t here!

When Henry finished, his father turned to him. “Leave us alone a few minutes, will you, Alec, please?”

Alec nodded and climbed the stairs to his room. Henry looked at Mr. Ramsay. “You’ve got to let him ride in that race,” he said. “His heart and soul are wrapped up in it! Alec isn’t the same boy that you sent to India last summer. You know that as well as I do. But he’s a better man for it!”

“But, Henry, it’s such a dangerous race for him to go into—and on that wild horse!”

“Not any more dangerous than what he’s faced many times since that boat went down in the ocean. I’ve grown to know your boy pretty well within the last few months, and I can honestly say that he’s different from any of us. He’s found something that we never will, because we’ll never go through the experiences that he’s had to.” Henry paused a few seconds. “Besides,” he continued, “I’d be mighty proud to have a boy that could ride that black stallion—something, I’m certain, no one else in the world can do!”

Mr. Ramsay rose and walked across the room. He didn’t say anything for a few minutes; then he walked toward the stairs. “Okay, Henry,” he said. “I’ll tell Alec he can ride!”

Jim Neville telephoned Henry the next day to tell him that everything was all set for the Black. The shipping charges to Chicago for the three horses would be taken care of from the proceeds of the race, as would all the rest of the charges to and from the track. Cyclone and Sun Raider were leaving Monday or Tuesday, so they could get in a couple of workouts before the race.

Henry couldn’t tell him when the Black would be ready to leave; he had to ask Alec first.

“Whatever you do,” Jim said, “don’t run him over at Belmont any more. I’m trying to keep the mystery horse’s identity a secret, because if it ever got out you’d be swarmed with reporters and it would only make the last few days all the more hectic. The Black is going to have enough excitement as it is!” Jim paused. “You’re sure he’s in good condition, Henry?” he asked. “Boy, I’ve gone way out on a limb with him. Got to wondering whether I’d been dreaming about that night—that’s why I keep looking at this stopwatch in my desk drawer; it’s the only thing that restores my confidence.”

Henry laughed. “Sure,” he said, “he’s in tiptop shape!”

A few minutes after he had hung up, Alec came into the barn.

“Jim just called,” Henry said. “Everything’s all set for shipping the Black and stabling him out there—not going to be any expenses at all!” Henry looked out at the stallion in the field. “When can we shove off, Alec? Cyclone and Sun Raider are leaving tomorrow at the latest; that means they’ll have a few days to get accustomed to the track.”

“Just got through talking with Dad again,” answered Alec. “He’s letting me ride under one condition—that I stay until I finish my exams.”

“How long is that?”

“I start ’em tomorrow and have my last one Thursday morning.”

“Whew! And the race is Saturday,” said Henry.

“Yes, and Dad insists we go out there by train. He called the station and found out there’s a train that leaves Thursday afternoon that’ll get us into Chicago early Friday morning. It’s the only fair thing to do, Henry, and he has been swell about the whole thing.”

“You’re right, son. And that isn’t so bad—gets us there a day ahead of time. Maybe it’s just as well we aren’t getting there too early, seeing it’s the Black we’re racin’.”

Alec laid down his pen. There, his last exam was over! He blotted his paper carefully and looked up at the clock. Almost noon. He’d have to hurry if they were going to make the three o’clock train. He handed his paper to the teacher and walked out of the room.

In the hall he met Whiff and Bill. “How was it?” Bill asked.

“Not so bad,” Alec replied, going right ahead. They fell into step with him.

“What’s the hurry?” Whiff asked.

“Have to get home—some work to do,” Alec answered. There was going to be plenty of work before they got the Black on the train.

“How’re you comin’ with the Black?” Whiff asked.

“Okay. Why don’t you guys come around any more?”

“No, thanks,” Whiff answered. “Not any more of that horse for me—he looks too dangerous!”

“Me, either,” agreed Bill. “Talkin’ about horses, how’d you like to be ridin’ in that big race—day after tomorrow?”

Alec shrugged his shoulders.

“Should be a corker!” Bill went on. “Wonder who the mystery horse is going to turn out to be?”

“Probably some ham-and-egger,” chirped up Whiff. “Cyclone will walk away with it.”

“Not with Sun Raider in the race,” Bill said. “Who do you think’s going to win, Alec?”

Alec smiled. “Well, the only one you fellows leave me is the mystery horse—so I guess I’ll take him.”

“You’re stuck,” Bill laughed.

“We’ll see,” grinned Alec. He turned as he went out the door. “So long, fellas,” he said.

“So long.”

When he reached home, he found his father waiting for him. They didn’t talk about the race while eating lunch. Then they went over to the barn. Alec wasn’t nervous. Instead he was calm and eager to match the Black’s speed against Cyclone and Sun Raider.

In front of the barn Alec saw Henry and Jim Neville. Both of them were going to Chicago with Alec and the Black. Then there was Joe Russo and another man with a camera. Just to the side of them stood a large horse van. Alec and his father greeted the small group.

“Everything all set, Alec?” Henry asked.

“I suppose you took that exam in your stride today,” Jim Neville kidded.

“Hope so,” Alec answered. But his thoughts were turning forward. He nodded toward the van. “Guess we’re going to the train in style, heh, Henry?”

“Sure!” Henry said. “And we’re going out to Chicago in style, too. Jim tells me we have our own private car waiting for us at the station!”

“No!” Alec exclaimed.

“Yep. Isn’t that so, Jim?”

“Yes,” Jim replied. “Cyclone and Sun Raider got out to Chicago in special cars; there’s no reason why the Black shouldn’t. Besides, a lot of people are coming from far and wide to see these three horses, so they have to be at their best.”

“That’s fine with me,” Alec said.

“Look what Jim gave us,” Henry said. He held out a heavy, black horse blanket with a white border around it and white letters in the middle spelling THE BLACK.

“Gee, Jim, that’s great,” Alec said.

“Can’t let ’em have anything on the Black.” Jim smiled.

The stallion whinnied when Alec entered the barn. Alec took a soft cloth and wiped it over his large body. “Well, fella,” he said, “we’re off to the races.” Henry tossed him the new blanket and Alec snapped it around the stallion. “There,” he said proudly, “that’ll keep you nice and warm.”

“Sure makes him look like the real stuff,” Henry said.

“He is the real stuff.” Alec stroked the stallion’s neck.

Then he led him out of the barn. The Black reared when he saw the small crowd. Then he lifted his legs high and stepped gingerly in a circle.

“Let us take some pictures for the paper, will you, Alec?” Joe Russo asked.

“Sure,” Alec answered. “Come on, Henry, you get into it, too.”

Ten minutes passed while the photographer snapped pictures. Even Alec’s father got into them. “Hope you’ll be able to use these photos,” Alec smiled, “after Saturday.”

The Black reared again as the boy started to lead him up into the van. He neighed loudly and his head turned toward the barn; his ears pricked forward and his eyes shifted from Alec to the barn.

“What’s the matter, fella?” Alec asked.

“I know,” Henry said. “Every time we’ve put him into the truck, he’s had Napoleon with him. Now he’s wondering where he is!”

“You’re right!” Alec said. “But we just have to get him in anyway. Come on, Black.” But the stallion reared again, and when he came down he pushed his head into Alec’s chest, shoving him back toward the barn.

“Napoleon isn’t in there, fella,” Alec said. “He’s out working with Tony.” But the Black only pushed harder.

Fifteen minutes later Alec was still trying to get him into the van. “I’m afraid it’s no use,” he said. “When he gets his mind set on something, nobody’s going to change it!”

Jim Neville glanced at his watch. “Getting late,” he warned. “If we don’t start within a few minutes, we’ll never make the train—and there isn’t another until tomorrow!”

“Black,” Alec pleaded, “come on!” But the stallion only pranced around him, his nostrils quivering and his eyes looking for Napoleon. Suddenly his ears pricked forward. From far down the street came a familiar voice, “Apples, carrots, string beans, potatoes, cabbages, peas.”

“It’s Tony and Napoleon,” Alec exclaimed. “They’re on our street!”

“I’ll get ’em,” yelled Henry as he made a dash for the gate.

A few minutes later Napoleon loped down the street at his fastest trot. Tony and Henry sat in the seat of the wagon gripping the sides desperately as Napoleon dashed into the driveway.

The Black neighed loudly; his head turned toward them. Napoleon’s old legs made the gravel fly. He rushed to the Black and shoved his nose up at him.

Tony and Henry jumped off the seat. “Dio mio,” exclaimed Tony, “what’s-a da matta with heem?”

Henry told Tony how they had taken Napoleon with them when they trained the Black at Belmont and how now the Black was going to run in the big match race in Chicago. “And now, Tony,” Henry finished, “we can’t get him in the van because we’re not taking Napoleon.”

Jim Neville spoke up. “Tony,” he said, “would it be all right with you if we took Napoleon with us to the race?”

Alec began to feel more hopeful. “Do you think we could, Jim?” he asked.

“Sure, if Tony’ll let us. There’s plenty of room on the train, and we’re sure to find a stable for him out there. What do you say, Tony? We’ll have him back to you by Sunday night, or Monday at the latest. And to make everything square, we’ll pay you for Napoleon’s time!”

Tony looked at Napoleon standing with his head beside the Black’s. He was silent a minute; then his dark face creased into a grin. “Sure,” he said, “why not? But no money, thanks please. He’s been-a da good horse for fifteen years—now he’s gonna have da vacation.”

“Atta boy, Tony,” Alec said. “It’s going to mean a lot to the Black—and to us, too.”

“You betcha,” Tony said proudly, as he put a caressing hand on Napoleon’s neck.

“And now,” said Jim Neville, “let’s get going.”

Henry led Napoleon up into the van and Alec followed with the Black. He was as docile now as he had been difficult before.

A few minutes later they rolled down the driveway. Alec sat between Henry and Jim. They waved to the small group standing beside the barn.

“Good luck,” yelled Joe Russo.

“Be careful, son,” his father called. “And put everything you’ve got into it!”

“Take-a da good care of my Napoleon,” Tony shouted.

Then they went through the gate.

“We’re off,” said Henry.
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It was two-thirty by Jim’s watch when they drove into the freight yards. “Just in time,” he said.

Trucks laden with freight for the trains pulled into the yards, their horns blowing. Men’s shouts rang through the afternoon air. Henry brought the van to a stop. “I’ll find out where we’re to go,” Jim said. “Wait here.”

Alec looked back through the window. He could see the heads of the Black and Napoleon. The stallion was pawing at the floor. “Guess the noise and the ride’s made him kinda nervous, Henry,” he said.

“Yeah, we’ll have to watch him. Wouldn’t want him to get too excited just before the race.”

A few minutes later Jim returned. “Our car’s down at the end,” he said. Henry put the truck in gear and moved in and out of the crowded yards. Jim pointed to a car. “That’s the one.”

“I can back right up to the door,” Henry said as he turned the wheel. “He’ll hardly know he’s getting into it.”

When Henry brought the van to a stop, Jim and Alec jumped out. They climbed into the train and Henry followed them. “Say, this is swell!” Alec said as he looked around him. A box stall was at one end and three cots were in front of it.

“Not a bad layout,” agreed Henry. “The Black won’t mind this so much.”

“We haven’t a stall for Napoleon, though,” Jim said.

“We can put him right outside the Black’s,” Henry said, “and move our cots down this way.”

After they’d moved the cots and Henry had bedded down the stallion’s stall with straw, Alec went to get the Black.

He opened the rear of the van and walked in beside him. The Black moved nervously. “Hello, fella.” Alec stroked his neck. Napoleon pushed his face toward him and Alec rubbed his nose too. “You’re both going on a long ride now,” he said. He grasped the Black’s halter and backed him into the stall. The horse stretched his neck high into the air and his leg continued to paw the straw. “There, Boy,” Alec said. “Take it easy, now.”

“Don’t bring Napoleon in yet,” Henry said. “I’ll need more straw if we’re going to bed him down and make him comfortable. I’ll go see if I can’t get some.”

“I’ll go along with you, Henry,” Jim said. “I have to make arrangements to get this van back.”

As soon as they had gone, Alec went inside the van and dragged Henry’s large trunk into the car. He opened it and took out Henry’s blazing green shirt and jockey cap. Saturday he’d be wearing them! The same things even to the faded number 3 that Henry had worn when he and Chang won the Kentucky Derby! Alec’s throat tightened as he laid them carefully back into the trunk.

A short time later, Henry returned with a bale of straw. He spread it in front of the Black’s stall. “Okay to bring Napoleon in now,” he said. Napoleon’s ears pricked forward when he saw the Black. He shoved his nose toward him.

Jim climbed into the car. “Everything’s set,” he said.

Fifteen minutes later the train whistle blew.

“Chicago, here we come,” Alec shouted.

He tossed on his cot that night. The clattering of the wheels on the iron rails kept him awake. He heard the Black moving restlessly around in his stall. Alec rose and made his way quietly over to him. Henry’s and Jim’s deep breathing told him that they were both sound asleep. Napoleon, too, was sleeping.

The Black whinnied when he saw the boy. “Shh, fella.” Alec rubbed the stallion’s head.

The train rocked a little, and the Black shied. “Not any worse than a boat, though, is it?” Alec asked. The Black shook his head. For fifteen minutes Alec stayed with him. Then he gave a final pat. “Gotta try and get some sleep now, fella—we both need it.”

He went back to his cot and lay down. He dozed off. He was dreaming of the coming race. Then he opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. He had to quit thinking. He must get some sleep. He tried to concentrate on the rhythmic beat of the wheels on the rails. They seemed to say, “Chicago—Chicago—Chicago—” Alec dropped off to sleep.

The next thing he knew, Henry was shaking him. Both he and Jim were already dressed. “We’re almost there,” Henry said.

Alec pulled on his clothes sleepily.

“How do you feel, kid?” Jim asked.

“All right,” answered Alec.

“We’re entering the city limits now,” Henry said.

“How far is the track from the station?” Alec asked.

Jim looked at his watch. “About a forty-five-minute ride,” he said. “It’s five-thirty now; if the van I hired is waiting for us, we’ll be at the track by six-thirty at the latest.”

“Let’s hope it’s there,” Henry said. “It’ll be better if we can get to the track before any people start roaming around.”

The train pulled into the freight yards. Alec snapped the Black’s new blanket around him. Henry took care of Napoleon. As the train slowed down, Jim pushed the door of the car open. Trucks clattered beside the train. “Bad as New York,” Henry said.

“I’ll see if I can find our van,” Jim said, jumping off the train as it came to a stop.

The Black moved uneasily and Alec held him tighter. Henry moved Napoleon over closer to him. The stallion’s startled eyes gazed nervously out the open door, then quieted as Napoleon shoved his head toward him.

A van moved alongside the car. Then they heard Jim’s voice. “Back it up to the door,” he directed the driver.

A few minutes later Alec led the Black into the van, followed by Henry and Napoleon.

The early morning streets were deserted, and they made good time to the track. They passed the huge stands and then pulled into the gate entrance near the stables.

The gatekeeper hailed them. “What do you want?” he asked.

Jim spoke up. “I’m Jim Neville,” he said. “We’ve a horse here—for the race tomorrow.”

“The mystery horse, heh?” The gatekeeper smiled. “We’ve been waiting for him!” He swung the gate open. “Take any stall you want in Barn H,” he yelled at them. “Just don’t get too close to Sun Raider and Cyclone. Still,” he chuckled, “perhaps you’d better get close to ’em now—’cause you won’t tomorrow! Haw.”

“Humorous sort of a guy, isn’t he?” Jim said.

“He’ll change his tune,” said Henry.

Alec peered back through the window at the Black. The stallion’s head was still shoved toward Napoleon’s.

Fifteen minutes later, they had the Black in his new quarters. They put Napoleon in the empty stall next to him. The track seemed deserted in the early morning stillness.

“Guess no visitors are allowed,” Alec said.

“Cyclone and Sun Raider must be up the barn a ways,” Henry answered. “The men in their stables will be around, soon as they hear we’ve arrived.”

“And you won’t be able to keep the newspaper men out of here today,” reminded Jim.

“We’ve got to keep them away from the Black, or there’s no telling what will happen,” Henry said.

Alec and Henry then busied themselves around the barn making the stallion and Napoleon comfortable while Jim went to see Cyclone and Sun Raider. Sponges, cloths, brushes were unpacked.

Henry looked up and saw a crowd of men making their way toward them. “Here they come,” he said to Alec.

Henry walked out of the stall to meet them, leaving Alec with the Black. He saw the group was composed of reporters and stable hands as Jim had warned. “Morning,” Henry greeted them.

“We’ve come to see the wonder horse,” one man said, laughing.

“You mean the mystery horse,” another corrected him.

“There he is,” Henry said, pointing to the Black, whose excited eyes gazed at them.

Alec stroked his head. “Take it easy, fella,” he said.

Some of the men started coming closer.

“You’ll have to keep away from his stall,” Henry said, stopping them. “He’s excitable and we want to keep him quiet.”

“Temperamental, heh?” a reporter sneered.

Henry’s Irish temper started rising. “No more cracks,” he said. “If you don’t like it where you’re standing, I’ll throw you out of here!”

The men saw that Henry meant it, and they kept away from the short, stocky figure.

After a few minutes, they broke up. “Maybe he won’t be so cocky after tomorrow,” said a stable hand.

“Don’t know how he got in this race, anyway!” said another.

A short while later Jim came back. “Sun Raider and Cyclone look like they’re in good condition,” he said. “Why don’t you two go over and see them? I’ll keep an eye on the Black.”

“Guess we will,” said Henry. “Come on, Alec.”

First they went to Cyclone’s stables. There was a crowd in front, and Henry and Alec mingled with it without being recognized. Cyclone was led out of his stall so the photographers could take pictures of him.

He was a big horse—almost as big as the Black! His coat shone a bright red in the morning sun. He moved gracefully around in a circle. His head was larger than the Black’s, and his eyes didn’t have that tense, savage look.

“You can tell he’s Kentucky born and bred,” Henry whispered. “He’s built for speed all the way.”

Alec nodded. “He sure is streamlined,” he said.

They watched while the photographers took shots of him. Then they went up the line toward Sun Raider’s stable. They saw him as he was coming in off the track. Alec gasped—he was just about as big and powerful-looking as the Black! His coat was chestnut gold. His head was small and his neck rose in a crest like the Black’s.

“Gee,” Alec said, “he almost looks like the Black.”

“Yeah,” whispered Henry. “He might prove to be the one we’ll have to beat. But we can’t forget Cyclone,” he said as he jerked his head backwards. “That horse has never been pushed to his top speed; he runs only fast enough to win.”

“They’re both going to be tough to beat,” Alec said.

“The fastest in the world—take my word for it,” Henry said. “But we knew what we were getting into.”

“I still think the Black can beat them,” Alec said.
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The day of the big race! The eyes of the nation turned upon Chicago. All morning long trains, buses, autos and planes roared into the city discharging thousands of passengers bound for the track.

A carnival spirit swept over the city. Everything was closed for the day, and everywhere one question was asked, “Who will win—Cyclone or Sun Raider?”

“How’re you doin’, Charlie?” asked a motorcycle cop of a policeman who was directing traffic at one of Chicago’s busiest corners, as he pulled up beside him.

“Never saw anything like it, Pat!” came the answer. “Where the devil they all coming from?” Horns blew from the endless lines of cars that stretched far down the avenues.

“I’m worn out myself. They’re just about packed solid from here to the track. They’ll never get all of ’em inside!”

“They’re comin’ from all over the country to see this race. Boy, I’d like to be up there myself—to see Cyclone lick ’em!”

The motorcycle cop kicked his motor over. “So would I,” he yelled above the roar. “But it’s going to be Sun Raider by three lengths!”

“We’ll see. Say, what do you think of this mystery horse?”

“Nothin’ much—guess everyone’s beginning to wonder how he got in the race anyway. He won’t figure in it at all—that’s inside stuff! See you later.…”

In a large apartment house, not far from the track, Alec’s mother and his Aunt Bess looked out the large living-room window at the slow-moving traffic below them. In the distance they could see the track already jammed with people.

“Bess, did you ever see such traffic in all your life?” Mrs. Ramsay asked. “What on earth is happening over there?”

“Don’t tell me that you haven’t heard about the big match race that’s being run today. Everyone has been talking about it. Why, I even bought box seat tickets. I was going to surprise you!”

“But, Bess, I’ve never seen a horse race in my life. I won’t know what it’s all about!”

“There’s nothing to it.” Her sister laughed. “The horse that gets around the track first wins! I don’t go myself much, but this is something nobody should miss. For the first and only time Sun Raider and Cyclone are going to meet. You’ve heard of them. It’ll probably be the grandest horse race of all times. And if you think we’re not going to see it when we only live a quarter of a mile away from the track, why—” She looked out of the window. “Look at those crowds! Come, Belle, let’s get our hats and coats and go so that we get our seats.”

Mrs. Ramsay shook her head as she went for her hat and coat. “If my husband or son ever finds out about my seeing this race, I won’t have a moment’s peace when I get home. I’ll have to take that horse of Alec’s right into the house! I told you, Bess, how they’re both so crazy over him. I have all I can do now to keep everything under control.… They’d certainly love to see this race!

“It’s too bad they’re not here, but they are always too busy to have any fun.…”

A plane dropped out of the cloudless sky. Swiftly it circled the field and then came roaring down and rolled to a stop.

The passengers hurried toward the door. “Just about time to make it, if we hurry,” one of them said.

The stewardess called, “Bus is waiting directly ahead to take you to the track!” The passengers sprinted for the car.

Alec’s father darted into a seat behind the driver. “Think we’ll get there before they start?” he asked.

“Yeah, I think so. They always take some time getting those temperamental babies on the track!” the driver answered.

“Sun Raider always puts up a terrific fight beforehand anyway,” the man who slipped into the seat next to him said. “He’s a lot wilder than Cyclone.”

“Might as well do his fighting, then,” said a man behind them. “He won’t be anywhere near Cyclone once they’re off!”

“Oh, yeah? It’ll be Sun Raider by two lengths today!” He turned to Mr. Ramsay. “Who do you think is going to win?” he asked.

“I’m picking the mystery horse.”

“Say, don’t you know that’s a publicity stunt,” the man answered. “I’ll bet you there won’t even be a third horse out there today!”

“We’ll see,” Alec’s father said. “We’ll see.”

Alec stroked the Black. “It’s almost time, fella,” he said. The stallion pawed at the straw. Outside a line of policemen kept the eager spectators away. In the distance Alec could see the stands jammed with people. Band music drifted toward them. Henry came back from looking over the track.

“Fast as the devil,” he said. “Better go over and check it out for yourself,” he said. He stopped and his eyes blinked a little as he put a hand on the green shirt Alec wore. “Fits pretty good, doesn’t it?” He smiled.

“Swell,” Alec answered. “So do the pants and the cap.” He put on the cap and pulled the long peak down over his eyes to show Henry.

Henry straightened the number 3 on Alec’s arm. “They’ll bring you luck,” he said. “They did me.…”

Alec was on his way back from the track when he passed the two jockeys who were riding Cyclone and Sun Raider. They looked much older than they did in the pictures he had seen in the newspapers.

One of them saw him. “Say, you’re the kid with the mystery horse, aren’t you?”

Alec nodded.

“So you’re actually going to ride in this race!” Sun Raider’s jockey grinned. “We thought you were just part of a publicity gag, didn’t we, Dave?”

The other jockey pulled him by the arm. “Come on,” he said, “quit wastin’ time.” Then he looked at Alec. “Better take it easy in this race, kid.” They turned and walked away.

Alec’s anger mounted as he walked toward the stables. Who did those guys think they were, anyway! Just because they were old hands at this game they thought they owned the track.

Henry had the Black out of his stall when he got back.

“All set, kid?” he asked.

“All set.”

The noise from the distance made the stallion nervous. Alec rubbed his neck.

“Just a few things I want you to remember, Alec,” Henry continued. “There isn’t much to tell you about handling the Black—you know more about him than I do. You’re a good rider, and I’ve taught you all the tricks I know—now, it’s up to you to put them in use. Those other two jockeys are the slickest riders in the game. They won’t let you get away with a thing—but they won’t try anything that’s outside the rules; they’re smart but not dirty. They’re out to win, but so are you. Remember you’ve got all the horse under you that they have.”

“I’m sure of that, Henry,” Alec interrupted as he looked proudly at the Black.

“I can’t tell you to hold him back,” Henry continued, “because you won’t be able to. Stay on him and ride like you never have before! If the Black’s the kind of a horse we’ve been figuring him to be, he should win all the way!”

Cyclone was the first out of the barn for the big race. He received lusty cheers on his way to the paddock. He was draped in a flaming red robe and wore red blinkers.

A few minutes later Sun Raider was led from the barn almost wholly concealed in a white woolen blanket. He pranced nervously and his small head turned viciously around. Another cheer went up from the crowd gathered around the paddock rail when they saw him.

Then a hush fell upon the crowd as the Black appeared, covered in his new black robe and accompanied by old Napoleon. Alec held him by the lead rope attached to his halter. The stallion reared and Alec let the rope slip through his fingers until he came down. The Black’s eyes blazed when he saw the other stallions. Alec remembered the fight the Black had had with the chestnut stallion in Rio. He tightened his grip on the rope and walked him far behind the others when they reached the paddock stalls.

The silence was broken by a man’s loud yell, “There’s the mystery horse!” Then everyone started talking. They hadn’t expected to see anything like the Black. “He’s even bigger than Sun Raider!” Alec heard one man exclaim.

A few minutes later one of the track officials called, “Riders up!”

The blankets were whipped off the horses. Henry saddled and bridled the Black and then boosted Alec into the saddle. “Let the others get out first, so there won’t be any trouble,” he said, as they went slowly around the paddock ring. The Black’s gaze was on the horses far ahead of him. His nostrils quivered and he shook his head nervously. Alec knew that only Napoleon beside him kept him under control.

A long line of policemen kept the crowd back and made a path from the paddock to the track. The bugle sounded. The Black raised his head and his ears pricked forward. Henry led him toward the track.

They stopped at the entrance to the track. Cyclone and Sun Raider were already walking past the grandstand on their way to the post. Henry looked up at Alec. “Well, kid, you’re on your own now,” he said quietly. “Go to it!”

Alec’s heart pounded as he saw the solid mass of people stretched out before him. “Okay, Henry,” he said. Old Napoleon neighed plaintively as Henry kept him from following the Black out on the track.

Every vantage point in and around the outer fences of the course was jammed with excited fans. Many perched on roof tops fully a mile from the starting point. Their attention was focused on Sun Raider and Cyclone as they passed the stands. Then suddenly they saw a giant black horse, his mane waving like windblown flame, coming down the track. Spectators rose in their seats and excited hands raised glasses to their eyes.

“It’s the mystery horse!” shouted a well-known sports commentator to a network audience. “He’s listed as the Black and ridden by Alec Ramsay. He’s raising quite a commotion around here! He’s one of the biggest horses that I’ve ever seen—if not the biggest. He’s black, coal black. He’s big and strong and doesn’t seem to want to go near the other horses. Alec Ramsay on his back is having a very difficult time controlling him. Lord! I’ve seen plenty of horses in my time, but none with action like that! I’d say that this horse that most of us have labeled ‘Neville’s Folly’ is going to be very much in the picture of this race. Yes, sir, it’s shaping up to be the greatest match race of all time or I miss my guess!

“Now he’s approaching the post. Cyclone doesn’t want to go near him and moves away. Sun Raider stands his ground and his teeth are bared. The starter’s having quite a time. That black horse is a devil! He wants to fight! They’re lining up. There he goes up into the air! He’s plunging at Sun Raider, striking! Listen to that black devil scream—never in my life have I heard anything like it! It’s risen to such a high pitch that it’s practically a whistle—you probably all can hear it! There, Alec Ramsay’s got him down—that boy sure can stick on a horse. What a struggle is going on out there, folks! Over eighty thousand people here, and I can say without fear of contradiction, they’ve never seen anything like this before! Take it from me the Black is a wild stallion—never clearly broken. A savage on the race track!

“You folks who have seen Sun Raider know that they don’t often come much wilder, but he’s certainly met his match today—in fighting, anyway! He’s backing away from the Black now! They’ve got Cyclone in between the two of them. That’s better. Alec Ramsay is managing the Black now. That boy is doing wonders—I wouldn’t be in his shoes for all the money in the world! Sun Raider won’t stand still. He’s furious—he hates the Black. He’s broken out of line. There he goes striking at the Black! He’s hit him! Oh, oh, the Black’s leg is bleeding—that was a pretty hard blow. Alec Ramsay can’t hold his horse any longer—he’s on his hind legs and plunging at Sun Raider. There’s no way of stopping this thing! Sun Raider is backing up again—he doesn’t stand a chance with that black devil! Wait, there’s Alec Ramsay pulling on his horse’s head—he’s turning him off. He’s getting him under control again. He’s got him on the outside. Sun Raider doesn’t want to fight any more. He’s back at his position on the pole.

“Looks as though the starter is going to send them off—while he’s got them there. The Black’s leg is bleeding pretty badly. Sun Raider doesn’t seem to be much the worse off for the fight. Alec Ramsay is leaning over looking at the Black’s wound. He’s getting off—he’ll probably leave the race, too bad—They’re off! The starter wasn’t watching Alec Ramsay—he was climbing out of his saddle.

“Cyclone and Sun Raider are fighting head and head as they flash past the stands. The Black is left at the post; he’s out of the race. No, no, here he comes after them! His jockey is only half in the saddle. Now he’s on! He’s trying desperately to pull the Black to a stop; he doesn’t want him to run with his leg in that condition. He’s pulling furiously on the reins, but it doesn’t seem to be doing any good. The Black wants to run—he’s fighting for his head! He’s almost pulling Alec Ramsay straight up in his saddle. Now he’s ripped the reins out of his hands! He’s close to a hundred yards behind, too far to catch up—but he’s going to run!

“Cyclone has beaten Sun Raider to the first turn—they’re both running under the whip. Each wants to set the pace! Cyclone’s jockey is deliberately pulling his horse up, so that Cyclone’s churning hindquarters are right in Sun Raider’s nose. That’s a shrewd move as it gives his mount a breather after that stretch sprint and forces Sun Raider to check his speed from running on Cyclone’s heels!

“But now as they round the turn, Sun Raider, the California comet, is moving up alongside Cyclone, and as they enter the backstretch they’re running neck and neck—”

Suddenly a deafening roar rose from the stands. “Look, look,” yelled the commentator hysterically. “The Black is coming up like a house on fire! You’ve never in your life seen a horse run like this! He’s all power—all beauty. The distance between him and the others is lessening. How it’s lessening! I wouldn’t believe it if I wasn’t seeing it with my own eyes. The Black is running the others down! Cyclone and Sun Raider are fighting for the lead going into the last turn. The Black’s almost behind them. What action! What a tremendous stride! The crowd is going crazy. Sun Raider is passing Cyclone on the turn and going into the lead! Here they come down the homestretch—”

The crowd began to scream as the fighting horses came thundering toward them. Sun Raider was surging ahead. Cyclone was falling back—the Black had him! Sun Raider was two lengths in front, his jockey batting away with his whip. The Black started moving up. Now he was a length behind. No whip was being used on him—his jockey was like a small burr lost in the stallion’s thick, black mane.

Hysteria swept the crowd as the horses passed them for the second time—the finish wire only one hundred yards away. “He’ll never get Sun Raider!” yelled the sportscaster. The stallion flashed by the stands, going faster with every magnificent stride. With a sudden spurt he bore down on Sun Raider. For a moment he hesitated as he came alongside. The crowd gasped as the Black’s ears went back and he bared his teeth. There was a movement on his back; his jockey’s hand rose and fell on the stallion’s side for the first time in the race. Into the lead the Black swept, past the cheering thousands—a step, a length, two lengths ahead—then the mighty giant plunged under the wire.

The Black rounded the first turn and had entered the backstretch again before Alec was able to slow him down. He knew that only the pain in the stallion’s leg enabled him to do it then. Finally he brought him to a stop.

Alec forgot the cheering thousands as he slid, exhausted, from the stallion’s back. He bent down to look at the wound. There was so much blood! Alec took his handkerchief and wrapped it around the Black’s leg to try to stop the bleeding. “You shouldn’t have done it, Boy,” he said.

A station wagon roared around the track toward them, leaving a cloud of dust in its wake. The Black reared as it pulled up to them. Henry and another man jumped out.

“Is he hurt much?” he asked Alec anxiously. “Here’s the track veterinary—”

“Can’t tell. It’s bleeding pretty bad and I know it’s hurting him!”

The veterinary bent down to examine the wound. Henry went to the wagon and returned carrying a pail of water, sponge and bandage. The veterinary cut off Alec’s handkerchief, which was now covered with blood.

The voices of the clamoring thousands stilled, as they realized what was happening on the track. All eyes were upon the small group.

The veterinary straightened up. “He’s lost a lot of blood, but it’s only a superficial wound. Nothing to worry about. Give him a rest and he’ll be as good as new!”

Alec and Henry looked at each other and their eyes were moist. No word was spoken while the veterinary bandaged the Black’s leg. Then Henry broke the silence. “Well, Alec,” he said, “guess you and the Black did it!”

The veterinary stood up. “Okay,” he said. “And now I think they’re waiting for you over at the winner’s circle.”

As Henry boosted the boy into the saddle, an avalanche of cheers rose from the crowd. The stallion’s ears pricked forward and he looked wildly around. Alec patted him on the neck. For the first time he realized that the race was over, that they had won. “You did it, Boy,” he said proudly. “You did it!” The blood raced through his veins and his heart pounded against his ribs as the crowd cheered them on their way back. The stallion reared as they approached the grandstand.

Thousands of pairs of eyes watched the Black as he pranced out there beyond the crowd. He did not want to come closer. Yet he did not seem to fight his rider. Some of the crowd broke through the police line and rushed toward him. They stopped suddenly when he reared, and moved back quickly as he came toward them, head and tail erect. His action was beautiful, springy, and every few steps he jumped with marvelous ease and swiftness. Experts shook their heads knowingly at the Black’s performance. “Here,” said one old man, “is the greatest horse that ever set foot on any track!”

Alec rode the Black up to the judges’ stand, and into the winner’s circle. The stallion stood still for the first time. Alec and Henry could hardly believe their eyes. Even flashlight bulbs exploding close at hand only caused him to toss his head. They put the horseshoe of roses around his neck.

Alec looked around at the crowd below him. Suddenly he stopped—could that be his father? “Dad,” he yelled. “Dad!” His father turned and waved. “Henry—look! There’s Dad over there!”

Henry pushed his way through the crowd and was halfway back with Alec’s father when a familiar voice made them both turn.

“Looks as though we’re all here!” said Alec’s mother.

“Belle!” gasped Mr. Ramsay.

She put a hand on her husband’s arm. “I’ve never had such an afternoon in all my life,” she said. “From the time I saw Alec come out on the Black and couldn’t do anything about it, until the end.” She paused and looked at Alec sitting proudly astride his horse. “But now all I care about is that it’s over and he’s safe.”

“We all should be mighty proud of him,” Henry said as he led the way toward Alec.

The governor of the state had just given Alec the Gold Trophy emblematic of track supremacy when Alec saw both his father and his mother with Henry. His mouth dropped open, and he forgot to listen to the governor, who was talking to him. He wasn’t seeing things—they were both there! He waved; his throat was too tight to say anything. The governor kept talking. The Black shook his head and pawed the ground.

Finally the governor was through. The crowd cheered and Alec slid off the Black. Henry unsaddled the stallion. Suddenly a line of policemen pushed through the crowd. Following them came Jim Neville leading Napoleon. The stallion whinnied and threw his head high into the air. Old Napoleon answered and thrust his nose up to the Black’s. “Nice going, kid!” said Jim. “I knew you two could do it!” He nodded at Napoleon. “He was almost going crazy back there—wanted to do a little congratulating himself!”

“He belongs up here, anyway.” Alec laughed.

The network sportscaster pushed his way through and rushed up to Alec. “—broke the world’s record!” he was telling his audience. Then he pushed the mike in front of Alec and motioned for him to say something.

Alec hesitated a moment. “The Black was every bit as good as we believed him to be,” he said. “We knew he had it in him, and he proved it today!”

The sportscaster then broke in and started giving the history of Alec and the Black. Jim Neville had told him the whole story.

The owners of Sun Raider and Cyclone came up and congratulated Alec. “I’ve never seen anything like him as long as I’ve been around the track,” Mr. Volence said.

“That goes for me, too!” said Mr. Hurst. “I don’t suppose you’d consider selling him?”

“No, sir,” Alec answered proudly. “You’re going to hear a lot more about this fella!”

“I’m afraid of that,” laughed Cyclone’s owner.

Answering the pleas of the hundreds grouped around them, Alec took a few roses from the huge bow of flowers draped around the Black’s neck, and then threw the rest of them into the throng. In a few seconds the souvenir hunters had ripped them apart.

The Black half-reared and old Napoleon moved closer to him. Alec smiled at Henry and his mother and father. He rubbed the Black’s nose, and then led the huge stallion through the crowd—back to his victory oats.
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Night hung black and heavy about the old barn. An iron gate creaked a short distance away and a few minutes later the short figure of a man slid alongside the barn. As he moved cautiously forward his fat, gloved hand felt the wood. The man stopped as he neared the door and his hand dug into his right coat pocket. Fumbling, he searched for something. Not finding it, he uttered an oath and reached awkwardly across to his left-hand pocket. He pulled the empty sleeve from the pocket and reached inside, withdrawing a long hypodermic needle. His dark-skinned face creased into folds of fatty tissue as he smiled. Moving forward once again, he did not bother to replace the empty coat sleeve and it hung limply at his side in the still air.

The prowler reached the door. Carefully he opened it and slid inside. His eyes, already accustomed to the darkness, made out the stalls on the other side of the barn. As he moved toward them, his thumb slipped to the back of the hypodermic needle.

The hard ring of a horse’s hoofs against the floor came from one of the stalls. Then a long and slender neck that arched to a small, savagely beautiful head peered over the door. Thin-skinned nostrils quivered as black ears pitched forward. The prowler, halfway to the stall door, had stopped. The horse shook his long black mane and a powerful foreleg struck the door.

A board creaked as the man moved closer. Baring his teeth, the horse whistled the shrill, loud scream of a wild stallion. As the whistle resounded through the barn, the prowler moved forward. He would have to work fast. Mincing steps carried his round body to the stall door with amazing speed. He opened it, but fell back as the black stallion struck at him.

Gripping the hypodermic firmly, the prowler advanced again, more cautiously this time. He stopped and his fat face twitched nervously. The giant horse rose on his hind legs, mouth open and teeth bared. As he came down, the man lunged at him, but the horse’s foreleg caught him in the groin. The attacker turned gray beneath his bronze skin. Staggering back, he attempted to close the stall door behind him. The stallion, halfway through the door, rose again on his hind legs as the man stumbled and fell to the floor. Thrashing hoofs pawed the air above him. The hypodermic dropped from his hand as the giant form began to descend. The man rolled fast, avoiding the stallion’s hoofs by inches. Climbing to his feet, he ran frantically for the barn door.

Outside, he heard voices coming from the direction of the gate and, turning, stumbled off into the night, the empty coat sleeve waving slightly at his side.

A few minutes later a young boy, carrying a flashlight, ran up to the barn door. Following him was a bowlegged man who moved with jerky strides.

“Something must be wrong, Henry,” the youth shouted. “The door’s open!”

Henry grabbed the flashlight. “Yeah, I’ll go in, Alec. Y’stay here, just in case …”

Impatiently, Alec waited while Henry entered the barn. A hand swept nervously across his pug nose as he pinched his nostrils. There was a worried expression on his freckled face. If anything had happened to the Black! Then he heard the short neigh and the sound of the stallion’s hoofs against the floor. His tense body relaxed. Everything was probably all right. Looking around the yard, his gaze swept to the open field. It was getting light and already he could make out the high white fence at the north end. There was no one around. He tightened the belt holding up his corduroys and then pushed a hand through his red, tousled hair.

Turning on the lights, Henry appeared in the doorway. He beckoned Alec inside.

The Black was in his stall. He whistled softly when he saw Alec and shook his black mane, which mounted high, then fell low, like a crest.

“Find anything, Henry?”

“He was out of his stall. Someone’s been here … there’s been a fight of some kind. He’s sweated.” Henry ran a gnarled hand over the stallion’s body as it glistened in the bright light.

The Black moved nervously around his stall and didn’t quiet until Alec’s hand rested on the thin-skinned nostrils. “He seems to be okay though, Henry.”

“Yep.” Henry was quiet. In his hand he studied a long glass object wrapped in his handkerchief.

“What is it?” Alec asked.

“A hypo.”

“You mean a hypodermic needle?” Alec asked incredulously. “You found it here?”

“Yep … on the floor.”

“What’s it mean, Henry?” Alec moved away from the Black to get a closer view of the glass tube.

“Looks as if someone intended to use it on the Black.”

“Y’mean …” Alec’s heart thumped hard. “Henry, are you sure it hasn’t been used?”

“It’s filled. We’ll get the stuff analyzed today by the police and find out what it is. Maybe it’ll give us a clue of some kind.” He wrapped the needle in the handkerchief and said, “Also, there might be some fingerprints.…”

Alec moved over to the Black again. The stallion lowered his head and, rubbing it, Alec asked, “But why would anyone want to harm him, Henry?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, Alec.” Then Henry added, “… perhaps better.”

“What do you mean?”

Henry moved over to Alec and placed a long arm on the stall door. “Well, here’s how I figure it out. The Black is a valuable horse since he beat out Sun Raider and Cyclone last June. There’s no doubt that he’s the fastest thing to set foot on any track here or abroad. Now to my way of thinkin’ there’s a good many reasons why somebody would want to steal the Black. He couldn’t be raced but he could be used for stud … that horse could do much to improve the bloodline of the American thoroughbred.…”

“But, Henry,” Alec interrupted, “he isn’t a registered thoroughbred. There are no papers … we know so little about where he came from or anything. If they won’t let us race him any more because no one knows who his sire and dam were, I don’t see how anyone could use him for stud either and get away with it.”

“Some folks might be able to get around it,” Henry answered. “But let me finish. Now whether or not anyone could get around the lack of registration papers for the Black is beside the point. Nobody tried to steal the Black … they tried to kill him; or at least that’s what I think we’ll find when we’ve had this stuff analyzed.” His gaze shifted to the hypodermic needle, then back to Alec. “Why would anyone want to kill the Black?”

“Hey, Henry, I don’t see how anyone could be that cruel.…” Then a vivid picture flashed before Alec; that of the small Arabian port where they had docked on his way home from visiting Uncle Ralph in India and where he had first seen the Black. Again he was looking down from the deck of the old freighter, Drake, and beholding a sight that made his body tremble with anger: The glistening black horse, too big to be pure Arabian, high on his hind legs; forelegs striking furiously in the air; white lather running from his body. And around his savage head was tied a scarf, covering his eyes. Two ropes led from the halter and four natives were attempting to pull him toward the ship. Standing behind the stallion was a dark-skinned man wearing a white turban. In his hand he held a hard whip, which he raised menacingly. Then he let the whip fall on the Black’s hindquarters and the stallion screamed. It was unlike anything Alec had ever heard before; it rose to a high-pitched whistle, the cry of a wild, unbroken stallion! He bolted, and if Alec had ever seen hate expressed by a horse, he had seen it then. The stallion struck one of the men holding the rope; he went down and lay in a still, lifeless heap. Eventually they had gotten the giant horse on the ship and in his stall.

Alec looked at Henry and realized the old man knew what he had been thinking. “You believe it might have been the man on the boat? Is that what you mean, Henry?”

“Could be, Alec.”

“But the storm, shipwreck … he was drowned. I saw him go down with my own eyes.”

“And his name wasn’t listed among the survivors?” Henry asked.

“No … there were only a few, as you know.”

“The last you saw of him was when he fell overboard … that right, Alec?”

“He didn’t exactly fall, Henry. He jumped for an already filled lifeboat and missed … he didn’t have a life jacket and there was such a sea that I couldn’t see him after that. A few minutes later the Drake cracked up and I was in the water, too. I saw the Black and the rope on his halter and grabbed it. The next thing I knew I was on the island. You know the rest.…”

“And after they found you … and during your trip home … you heard nothin’ to indicate that the Black’s owner was alive?”

“No, Henry … nothing. One lifeboat containing ten people was found, that’s all, and he wasn’t among them. I’m sure he couldn’t have lived in that heavy sea. Another thing, Henry, I don’t think for a moment that he was the owner of the Black.”

“Y’mean you think he had stolen him?”

“Yes. For one thing, he acted as though he had … always kept to himself. Then he was too cruel to the Black. If he owned him, he wouldn’t have done the things that he did.”

“Can’t tell, Alec. I’ve seen some purty hard horse owners in my time. Still, maybe you’re right … he’s a lot of horse and even without seein’ him run some people would pay a mighty handsome price for him.”

As Henry walked across the room, his foot struck a small metallic object. He stooped and picked it up. “What’s this?”

“Looks like a gold neck chain … but what’s that disc in the center, Henry?”

Henry walked over underneath the light and took a closer look at the disc. “Seems to be a bird of some kind,” he muttered. He handed the chain to Alec. “Make it out?” he asked.

A large bird carved in white ivory was embossed upon a gold disc which hung from the chain. Its long, powerful wings were outstretched in flight. Alec noticed the beak, hooked at the point, and long claws on short, strong legs. Two tiny red stones had been used for eyes. “I’m sure it’s a falcon, Henry. My Uncle Ralph had a couple when I was in India and I’ve seen others … although never any white ones like this. They’re usually a dusky color.”

Henry was silent for a few minutes. He took the chain from Alec and rolled it in his hands. “Cinch that this wasn’t made in the States, Alec,” he said.

“Guess not … the work is too fine. Henry, this may mean …”

“… that I may be right. That the guy on the ship is still alive and wants to kill the Black for some reason.”

“Or, Henry, that someone else from Arabia or somewhere in the Middle East wants to kill him.”

“Yeah.” Henry walked over to the Black and placed a hand on the flaring nose.

The sun had risen well above the trees at the east end of the field when Alec left the barn and headed for the gate and home. His feet dragged along the graveled driveway. He hadn’t wanted to leave, but Henry had talked him into it, knowing that this was the week before final exams. Exams! School! What did they matter now! Someone had attempted to kill the Black, his horse. And whoever it was might return to try again.

Henry had assured him that he would guard the stallion until Alec returned later in the day. The police would be notified, for he would stop in at the station on his way to school. Alec was sure his father would see to it that a policeman stayed near the barn at night, and Alec had every intention of sleeping in the barn with the Black. They’d change the locks on the iron gate and barn door. Summer vacation would follow next week’s exams, then he’d spend the next three months, night and day, with his horse.

He reached the high iron gate. The lock wasn’t broken and Alec doubted that anyone had scaled the fence with all that barbed wire running around the top. Obviously, the intruder had had a key or picked the lock. Still, perhaps Tony had left it open when he and old Napoleon, his gray, sway-backed horse, who shared the barn with the Black, had gone to the market to load the wagon with vegetables for the day’s business. There was a good chance, too, that the prowler, knowing what time Tony left each morning, had slipped inside after Tony had driven Napoleon through the gate without his being aware of it. He’d have to speak to Tony tonight.

Alec closed the gate behind him, locked it, and headed for the large brown house across the street. He walked slowly in spite of the fact that he knew it was getting late and he’d have to hurry if he was going to stop in at the police station and still make his first class.

Someone cruel and vicious wanted to put an end to the Black. Why? What motive could he possibly have? True, Alec knew little of the stallion’s past. Perhaps, as Henry had suggested, the answer lay there … somewhere in Arabia.


[image: ]

Later that afternoon Alec hurried home from school. He had cut his last class and was anxious to find out what Henry had learned from the police. The content of the hypodermic needle … was it poisonous? And the fingerprints … would they furnish a clue to the identity of the Black’s attacker? The police had listened to his story at the station and before Alec left the captain had ordered a patrol car to go to the barn.

As Alec approached his home he saw a black limousine parked in front; behind it was a police car. He broke into a run, and nearing the house saw the plump figure of his mother standing on the porch. “Mom,” Alec shouted, “what’s happened? The police … they’re still here?”

His mother’s voice was unemotional, but Alec noted that her face was taut and tired-looking. “They returned a short while ago,” she said. “A man’s with them, who claims to own the Black.” She paused, then added softly, “Better go over to the stable, Alec.”

Alec turned and without a word ran toward the gate, his legs pounding furiously on the pavement. Reaching the gate, he flung it open. Blood ran from his lower lip, which was held tightly between clenched teeth. A hundred thoughts rushed through his brain. This, on top of what happened last night! Somebody claiming the Black as his! Perhaps this was the man who had attempted to kill the Black and, having failed, was attempting to get him this way! Alec pulled up in front of the door to the barn. Inside he saw Henry talking to a tall, elderly man. Behind them stood two policemen.

Henry was the first to see Alec’s white face. “Alec,” he said, “this is Mr. Abu …” He stopped and turned to the man beside him.

“Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak,” the stranger finished.

Alec’s eyes swept to the Black safely in his stall, then back to the stranger. His skin was the color of old mahogany and was tough and dry. He was tall and slight with sparkling black eyes. A white beard, cut to a point, jutted out when he talked; his hair was steel gray. Alec found it difficult to guess his age. He wore a brown coat of English cloth and an embroidered waistcoat.

“Mr. Ishak owns the Black, Alec.”

It was Henry’s voice, low and strained. Alec turned and faced his friend; there was a tightening in his throat. He swallowed; then the heat of anger rushed through his body. “But, Henry …,” he almost shouted. “How do we know? Last night … the hypodermic … the gold chain. Has this nothing to do with it?” His gaze swept to the policemen, then back to Henry again. “Were the contents of the hypodermic poisonous? Were there any fingerprints? Isn’t it strange that this man should turn up now … after last night?”

They were silent when Alec finished, then Henry said, “Yes, Alec, it’s strange and all pretty hard to believe … especially comin‘ all at once like this.” He paused, then continued. “This morning when the police came they took the hypo and gold chain back to the station. Later on they came back and told me the stuff in the hypo was a deadly poison. No fingerprints were found. An hour ago they showed up again, bringin‘ Mr. Ishak here with ’em. He had papers which proved he owned the Black.”

“I’d like to see them,” Alec interrupted, turning to Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak.

The tall man handed the papers to Alec, who read them carefully. After a moment he looked at the policemen. One of them, guessing what was foremost in his mind, said, “We’ve checked Washington and he’s who he says he is. When he showed up at the station this afternoon we were suspicious, too.”

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak looked at Alec and his face was grave. “Perhaps,” he said, “it is best that I explain why I went to the station.” He paused, and his voice softened. “It was simply to identify myself, for I knew that it would be necessary before I could claim my horse. You see, he had been stolen from me. It wasn’t until reports reached me in Arabia of a great black stallion beating Sun Raider and Cyclone that I guessed the Black might possibly be my horse, Shêtân. I went to the American consulate and in time learned the story of how you and the stallion had survived the sinking of the Drake. Then there were the news pictures and I was certain that it was Shêtân.”

Alec looked into the serious black eyes of the Arab. “If all you say is true,” he asked, “how do you account for the attack on the Black last night?”

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak was silent.

Henry said, “We thought the guy who stole the Black might still be alive. Would he have any reason for killin’ him?”

The Arab’s face was like stone. He took the hypodermic from Henry’s hand and examined it.

Watching him, Alec said, “Then there was a gold chain left behind. Show it to him, Henry.”

Henry held the chain out to Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak. There was no change in the Arab’s set face, no sign of recognition. Yet, Alec felt something in the still tenseness of the barn. He was certain that the great bird with outstretched wings was not unfamiliar to Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak.

Finally, the Arab spoke and his voice was cold and brittle. “It is not known to me,” he said. Alec noticed that he did not ask to see the chain as he had the hypodermic. His whole attitude convinced Alec that there was much that he was keeping to himself. “I’ll return for Shêtân in an hour,” he said curtly. Then he nodded to the policemen, and they left the barn with him.

Alec and Henry didn’t speak, nor did they look at each other. Silently they walked to the stall door. The Black peered over, his eyes wild and staring. Abu Ishak was no stranger to him. He shifted his feet and flicked his long black tail; his nostrils were red and dilated.

Alec ran a hand through the stallion’s heavy mane. “Fella, what are we going to do?” His voice was low and strained. Finally, he turned and met Henry’s grave eyes. “Do you think he’d sell him, Henry?”

“No, Alec. He seems to want him pretty bad. And even if he would he’d ask a mighty high price for him. Where’d we get the money?”

“I’d get it … somewhere.” Alec was quiet for a moment. The Black nuzzled his neck. “Henry! I’ve got it! Maybe Mr. Volence or Mr. Hurst, owners of Cyclone and Sun Raider, might help us. They could lend us the money!”

“Yeah, they might at that. They’re both interested enough in him. Worth tryin’ if Abu will sell.”

The minutes passed. Henry walked awkwardly around the barn rearranging bridles and saddles that didn’t need it. Finally he walked to the doorway and sat down on the step. Better to leave Alec alone with his horse, he didn’t have much time. Henry drew out his pocketknife and began whittling a piece of wood. Funny, the way you could become attached to some horses. It was no new experience for him. There had been Dynamo, the tough little bay that had run away with him in his first workout. He’d just been an exercise boy then—a kid, like Alec. Suppose he would have been fired, too, if Dynamo hadn’t run the fastest quarter mile ever seen on the old Empire track. Yes, they were all good memories. There had been a few others in the years that followed … Chang, who could outsprint the sprinters and outstay the stayers; Me Too, who used to stand as quiet as a pony at the barrier waiting patiently for the race to begin while all the others fought to break out of line, yet was never beaten. Those two were good horses that he’d never forget.

Then, years after he’d retired and the missus had done all she could to make him forget the track, along had come the Black and Alec, in spite of her. The black stallion was a better horse than he’d ever ridden or trained. Guess he knew that the first night he’d seen him. He had to laugh when he remembered how Alec, the kid from across the street, had talked the missus into letting him keep his horse in their barn. “His horse” … she’d probably visioned some old swayback like Napoleon. Funny, she never rebelled when she found out. Perhaps, Henry mused, there’s more horse in her than she lets on. Or maybe it was because, like everybody else, she felt sorry for Alec after all he’d gone through. He’d read about the Drake going down off the coast of Spain and had been told that Alec was one of the passengers, coming back from India after spending his summer vacation with his uncle.

He’d never paid much attention to Alec. Saw him coming and going to school, but that was about all … a skinny kid, who gave the impression to anyone who didn’t know him that he was pretty much the studious type. When the report had come through that there were no survivors, he’d gone to see Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay. They had been pretty broken up, but they hadn’t given up hope that Alec was still alive. “He’s a strong youngster,” Mr. Ramsay had said.

Five months later Alec had returned, and not alone. With him was the Black, unbroken and untamed. Yes, and unapproachable to all but Alec. Between him and the black stallion had grown a friendship that Henry in all his years around men and horses had never seen equaled. The Black was wild and a killer, no doubt about that … even now.

Henry smiled a bit as he remembered the time they’d had breaking the stallion to bridle and saddle. Then a little later had come the night training sessions at the track. Finally, the big race … and long would racing fans remember and talk about how he’d drubbed Sun Raider and Cyclone, the two fastest horses in America. Perhaps never again would they see a horse like the Black.

Nor would they see the Black.

Henry glanced at his watch. Pretty near an hour since Abu Ishak had left. A few minutes later he closed his knife as he saw a horse van coming down the street. He rose slowly to his feet and entered the barn.

“They’re comin’, Alec,” he said. The boy’s back was toward him, his face hard against the stallion’s neck.

“He saved my life, Henry,” Alec said. He attempted to go on, but his voice broke. His shoulders swept forward and Henry knew that he was crying.

“Yeah, I know, Alec …” Henry stopped and turned back toward the door.

The van was at the gate now and soon would be at the door. Henry walked over to Alec and his long arm descended on the boy’s shoulder. The stallion tossed his head, baring his teeth. “Look, kid … I could tell you about horses that I’ve loved and lost in my time, but it wouldn’t do any good. Guess there’s no love greater than yours for the Black, ’cept maybe his for you. I’m not goin’ to tell you that you’ll forget him, either, ’cause you won’t. But cryin’s not going to help. You’re a gutsy kid or you wouldn’t be here today, so pull yourself together and let’s try to figure somethin’ out between the two of us.”

Alec’s hands swept across his eyes, then he turned to Henry. “Sure, Henry.…”

“We’re up against a pretty high stone wall, Alec. By law and every right, the Black belongs to Abu Ishak. If he’ll sell him, we’ll get the money some place. If he won’t, the Lord only knows what we can do. I’ll talk to him and tell him what’s grown up between you and the Black and hope he understands. Puttin’ our cards on the table, we know that he’s traveled halfway around the world for the Black. You don’t do that unless you want somethin’ pretty bad and have a mighty good reason for wantin’ him that bad. He doesn’t seem like an unreasonable guy, though, so maybe he’ll listen and understand.”

“You don’t think, Henry, that he had anything to do … with last night?”

“No. Abu Ishak wants his horse alive. Somebody else wants him done away with. Who it might be, I don’t know. Maybe he knows, but he isn’t tellin’. The medallion didn’t mean anything to him, at any rate.”

“I think it did, Henry … for some reason I can’t explain.”

The van had stopped in front of the barn. Henry walked to the door, followed by Alec.

Abu Ishak and a policeman were coming up the driveway. “I’ll talk to him now. You stay here,” Henry told Alec.

The stallion neighed and Alec went to him.

Ten minutes later the Arab entered the barn with Henry close behind. Alec’s eyes swept to Henry’s face and saw what he’d hoped he wouldn’t see.

“He won’t sell, Alec.” It was Henry’s voice. Alec looked at Abu Ishak.

“You won’t, sir … not for any price?” he asked.

The Arab’s eyes met Alec’s. They seemed kind and Alec waited hopefully. “Mr. Dailey has told me how much my horse means to you. But, my son, an Arab’s horse is not for sale; our horses are part of ourselves. At home we have our families, but in the desert our horses are our only company, and men do not sell their friends.” He paused, withdrawing a wallet from his inside coat pocket. “I’d like to repay you for all you have done. Will you take this?”

Alec shook his head. “No, thanks, sir,” he replied quietly.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak looked at Henry. They both knew that it was useless to attempt to alter Alec’s decision.

The driver of the van, who had been standing just inside the door, moved toward the stall. In his hand he held a lead rope. Abu Ishak stopped him. “I’ll take him,” he said.

Alec and Henry watched as Abu approached the stall. He moved quietly and without hesitation. Reaching the door, he opened it. The stallion’s body trembled but he didn’t strike, nor were his teeth bared. If Alec had any doubts about Abu’s being the owner of the Black, they were gone, for no one, with the exception of Henry and himself, had ever approached the stallion without being struck at by hoofs that moved with the speed of a striking cobra.

Abu Ishak walked up to the stallion, unafraid. He placed a hand gently upon the Black’s glistening neck. He spoke to him softly in Arabic and the stallion’s ears pricked forward. Swiftly Abu Ishak fastened the lead rope to the halter. He ran his hands down the stallion’s legs; then, taking a step backward, he stood staring at him. Many men had looked at the Black, but Alec had never seen one look like this. Finally, he turned to them. “You have been good to Shêtân,” he said slowly. “He has developed into a very fine horse.” He lowered his voice until Alec and Henry could barely make out his words. “It is possible that time has not been wasted.”

The Black half-reared when Abu Ishak began to lead him from the stall, and for a moment Alec thought he was going to strike. The Arab stood motionless, although his eyes followed the stallion’s ascent. The Black descended and stood still; his head turned in Alec’s direction and he whistled softly.

Alec stood still, he couldn’t move. His horse … would life be worth living without him? He held out his hand. “Hey, Black” … the words formed in his throat but he could not get them out. The stallion was through the stall door, Abu Ishak beside him. His hoofs rang on the floor as he moved toward Alec. Reaching him, he lowered his small head, the black mane falling down over his bewildered eyes. Alec mechanically pushed it away and rubbed his forehead, as he’d always done. Suddenly he realized that this was the last time he’d hold his horse and his arms fell around the long neck as he pressed his head hard against the stallion’s forehead.

Minutes passed and it was quiet in the barn. Then Alec looked up and his gaze met Abu Ishak’s. “You’ll be good to him?”

Abu Ishak nodded.

Alec’s hand slipped from the Black’s forehead to the mane. Walking slowly, he passed his horse, his fingers trailing along the black coat; then he went to the small tack room in the back of the barn. There he sat on a trunk, knees and fingers pressed together over the bridge of his nose. He tried not to hear the sound of the Black’s hoofs as he left the barn, the shrill whistle. Then came the roar of the van’s engine, the grinding of gears, and the hard rubber wheels on the gravel driveway.

His horse was gone. Would he ever see him again?
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Alec’s father allowed the evening newspaper to fall to his lap and withdrew his long legs from the footstool in front of him. Through the porch screens he could see the sun setting behind Dailey’s barn. He turned to his wife, who sat sewing beside him. “Gettin’ dark, Belle. You’ll hurt your eyes.”

She laid Alec’s corduroy pants down on her lap and removed her glasses. “Just patching up his riding pants again. He might want them, you know.”

“Yes, he might. Hope so.” Mr. Ramsay rose to his feet. “Know where he went, Belle?”

“He said he was going for a walk.” Mrs. Ramsay picked up her sewing again. “I’m worried about him, Bill. He hasn’t eaten much … nothing appeals to him.”

“Glad he’s out of his room, anyway. He’s done nothing but coop himself up there for the last two weeks.”

“But he’s been studying hard, Bill. And he did so well in his final exams.” Then she added proudly, “One of his friends told me today that Alec got the highest marks in his graduating class.”

“Yes, it’s great, Belle. But it’s still not like Alec to study hard. Of course, we both know the reason was that he wanted to take his mind off the Black. Wonder what he’ll do now, though, with school over for the summer?”

Mrs. Ramsay looked up from her sewing. “Do you think we could afford to get him a horse to replace the Black? It could be his graduation present.”

“Guess we could afford it all right, Belle. Don’t know as it’ll do any good, though. No horse could ever replace the Black as far as Alec’s concerned.” Mr. Ramsay sat down in his chair again and put his legs back on the footstool. “Might ask him tonight how he feels about getting another horse,” he continued. “After all there’s a long summer ahead and in his present frame of mind he’ll want to be kept busy.”

It was after dark when Alec returned. He greeted his parents and then sat down.

After a few minutes’ silence, Mr. Ramsay said, “You certainly did well in your exams, son. We’re mighty proud of you.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

Alec’s father filled his pipe, then lighted it carefully before he spoke again. “Anything special you’d like as a graduation present, Alec?”

“No, Dad, thanks.…”

“Your mother and I thought you might like a horse—.” He stopped. He had been going to add “to take the place of the Black” but thought better of it.

Alec didn’t answer for a minute, and when he did speak his voice was low, so low that it was hardly audible. “I don’t think so, Dad … thanks … not now, anyway.” He rose to his feet. “I think I’ll go up to my room, if you don’t mind, there’s a book …” He walked quickly inside the house.

The following day Alec visited the old barn for the first time since the Black’s departure. Nearing it, he heard Tony’s voice. “That’sa good-a horse, Napoleon. Tomorrow you feel-a beeg again.” Alec glanced at his watch. It was early in the afternoon for Tony and Napoleon to have completed their rounds.

When he entered the barn he saw Tony alone with Napoleon. The little Italian huckster had the old gray horse’s head between his hands and was looking at him worriedly. “Anything the matter, Tony?” Alec asked after a moment’s hesitation.

“ ’Allo, Aleec. It’sa da Nappy, he no feel so good.”

Walking over to them, Alec ran his hand across the horse’s back. “He’s getting old, Tony. Have you seen a vet?”

“No. Napoleon, he no need a vet. He still wan young feller. Know what’sa da matta with him? He misses da big Black, that’s all.”

“Yeah, Tony … guess that’s it. And I’m sure the Black misses him.”

Tony led Napoleon into his stall, and Alec walked to the barn door. Outside he saw Henry. Calling, he ran toward him.

Henry smiled as Alec came up. “Missed you,” he said, “but imagined exams were keepin’ you pretty busy. How’d they go?”

“Okay,” Alec said, “passed ’em all.”

They walked to the barn and sat down on the bench. Finally, Tony came out. “ ’Allo, Henree,” he said, “what’sa new?”

“Nothin’, Tony. Same old stuff. Napoleon any better?”

“He’s-a okay. Just what ya call it … depressed? Anyway, he miss-a da Black.”

“He’ll be all right in a few days,” Henry assured him.

“You betch. Time-a heals everythin’.” His black eyes shifted to Alec. “Well-a hafta go home to da wife and bambinos. Addio!”

A few minutes after Tony had left, Alec and Henry saw a limousine pull up in front of the gate. A tall man got out, pushed his hat to the back of his head, and looked inquiringly in the direction of the barn.

“Say, Henry!” Alec shouted. “That looks a lot like Mr. Volence!”

“Bejabbers! It sure does. C’mon.”

The two ran toward the gate. Neither had seen the wealthy owner of Sun Raider since the big race in Chicago, when the Black had beaten his horse.

Alec was the first to recognize him. “It’s Mr. Volence all right, Henry,” he shouted.

“Yeah. Wonder what he wants?”

Mr. Volence met them at the gate. “Henry! Alec! It’s good seeing you again!” His large, heavily jowled face creased in a big grin.

A few minutes later they walked toward the barn. “So this is where you keep that black devil,” Mr. Volence said. “Tell me, has he calmed down any or is he as wild as ever?”

Henry looked at Alec. Alec shoved his hands in his pockets and said quietly, “He doesn’t live here anymore, Mr. Volence.”

“You … you mean you sold him?”

“No,” Alec explained. “His real owner turned up.”

Then Alec told him the whole story. When he had finished, Mr. Volence walked slowly over to the bench and sat down. “That’s like something out of a book,” he said. “You know,” he continued, “one of the reasons I came to New York was to see if you wouldn’t sell the Black. I’ve retired Sun Raider to stud at my farm in Kentucky, but I still need a few more good stallions. The Black could have done much to improve the bloodline of the American thoroughbred, you know. At least, that’s my belief.”

“That’s just what I said,” Henry agreed.

Alec looked at Mr. Volence. “There’s still more to the story … something that happened the night before Abu Ishak showed up.” Then he proceeded to tell him about the mysterious night visitor who had attempted to kill the Black.

“Whew!” Mr. Volence said when Alec finished. “And you don’t think there’s any connection between Abu Ishak and the Black’s attacker?”

Alec’s gaze shifted to Henry, then back to Mr. Volence. “There may be a connection somewhere,” he said. “I’m sure he recognized the medallion on the gold chain.”

“He may have recognized it, Alec,” Henry insisted, “but I’m certain he didn’t have anything to do with the attack on the Black.”

Mr. Volence nodded. “I’m inclined to agree with Henry, Alec. Abu Ishak would have no reason for wanting to harm his own horse.”

“You’re probably right,” Alec said, “but still …”

The three sat in silence for a few minutes. Finally, Mr. Volence slapped his hands on his knees and said, “Well, I guess it’ll be one of those unsolved mysteries. Too bad the Black got away. We’ll probably never see another like him.” He stood up. “I plan to go abroad in a few weeks to see if I can’t pick up some stallions.”

Alec eyed Mr. Volence. “Where do you think you’ll go, sir?” he asked. Henry noted a strained note in his voice.

“Probably England, Alec. Have a better chance of getting some good stock there than any place else.”

“Why?”

The tall man looked down at Alec and there was a slight twinkle in his eyes. “Say, what are you driving at, Alec? As far as I know, and I’ve been in this business a long time, the English are pretty good at horse-breeding. Take a look at the records,” he added, smiling. “You’ll find I’m right.”

Alec’s face was serious and his gaze didn’t waver. “How about the Black, sir? Do you think that he was born, well, overnight? Don’t you think a horse like that … you said yourself that we’ll probably never see another like him … don’t you think he’s the result of years and years of careful breeding?”

Mr. Volence looked at Henry and they both nodded.

Alec continued, “I don’t think Abu Ishak is any amateur at this horse-breeding business. And it just seems to me, Mr. Volence, that if I were you and so intent upon improving the bloodline of the American thoroughbred, I’d skip England and go to Arabia instead and find Abu Ishak!”

Mr. Volence and Henry stared at Alec. They were silent for a minute, then Henry said, “But that’s a little like trying to find a needle in a haystack, isn’t it, Alec?”

“Guess so, Henry. Still, if the needle was pretty important to you, you’d probably find it.” His gaze turned to Mr. Volence. “Isn’t that right, sir?”

Mr. Volence didn’t answer immediately. His eyes left Alec and turned toward the open field. Alec watched him anxiously.

“You may have something, Alec,” he finally said.

“Maybe,” Henry suggested, “the American Consulate in Arabia could help you locate Abu.”

“That’s an idea, Henry,” Mr. Volence replied. “I wonder how much information I could dig up in Washington. Is there a phone around here?”

“You can use ours,” Alec said excitedly. “C’mon.”

As they climbed the steps to Alec’s house, Mr. Volence asked, “Do you think Abu Ishak would sell the Black if I offered him a good price?”

“I don’t think so,” Alec answered, “but I’m sure you’ll find that he has others he probably will sell.”

Entering the house, Alec said, “Mom’s out … the phone’s in here.” He led the way to it, and waited patiently while Mr. Volence asked the operator for a Washington number.

“If my Washington office can’t get some information on Abu Ishak, nobody can,” he explained.

A few minutes passed, then finally he got his connection.

“Flynn, this is Volence,” they heard him say. “Look, I’ve got an important job for you to do. I want you to get all the information you can concerning an Abu Ishak … Ishak … I-S-H-A-K … yeah, that’s it. He’s in Arabia. No, I don’t know where. That’s what I want you to find out. That, and anything else. Use every available source. Yes, and also cable the American Consulate if you have to. I want to get in touch with Abu Ishak, if possible. No, I don’t know anything about him, other than that he seems to be pretty important.” There was a slight pause, then, “Sure, sure I know Arabia is a big place, but that’s what you’re there for. Get everything you can! And, George, listen … I want it within a couple of days. Something’s come up and I may change my plans about going to England … all depends on how much information you can give me, so comb every available source. No, no … I won’t be in New York … have to go back to the farm tonight to clear up some matters … call me there as soon as you can. Sure you’ve got everything straight? … Yeah, that’s right. Okay. G’bye.”

Mr. Volence turned from the telephone and joined Alec and Henry. “Well, that starts the ball rolling, and inside a couple of days I should have something.”

“Then what?” Alec asked.

“Well, Alec, if there’s any chance of locating Abu Ishak, I’ll cable him to find out whether or not he’ll sell the Black and, if not, whether he has any other horses that he’ll sell. If he’s receptive to my offer I’ll go to Arabia on your hunch that he may be a past master at this horse-breeding game and has some horses that are worth buying. If the Black is any sample of the type of horses he’s breeding I want to see the others. I’m not sure exactly what I’ll do if I can’t reach Abu Ishak … it’ll all depend on how much information I can obtain as to his whereabouts. I just don’t want to go to Arabia on a wild-goose chase. However, you can be sure that if there’s the slightest chance of finding Abu Ishak, I’ll go.”

Alec’s eyes were aflame with excitement. This was the moment he’d been waiting for. “If you go … you wouldn’t … what I meant to say is … could you use another man to help you get those horses back?”

Mr. Volence smiled. “Ah, the light dawns,” he said. “Say, perhaps you saw this coming up right along. A good job of engineering, Alec.” He placed a hand on his shoulder. “Seriously,” he continued, “if I go, I’d like to have you come along. As you know Abu Ishak, you’d probably be able to help quite a bit.”

“Sure,” Henry broke in, “and don’t forget if it wasn’t for Alec, the Black wouldn’t be alive today. Abu knows that … in fact, he offered the kid a reward, but he refused it.” Henry’s gaze shifted from Mr. Volence to the brown house across the street, which could be seen through the living room window. “Couldn’t use still another man, could you?” he asked anxiously.

“I could, if the other man were you, Henry, and you’d be satisfied with just expenses paid … no more.”

“Would I!” Henry shouted. “It’s a deal!”

They walked toward the door. “Well, here’s hoping nothing stops us from going to Arabia,” Mr. Volence said. “I’ll get in touch with you as soon as I’ve made all the arrangements. Meanwhile, Alec, you’d better speak to your parents to see if it’s okay with them, so there will be no delay if we go.”

Three days later Alec received a letter from Mr. Volence, and without opening it he ran over to the barn. He found Henry cleaning the Black’s bridle. “It’s here!” he shouted, waving the letter in the air. They sat down on the bench and Alec tore open the envelope. “Cross your fingers, Henry,” he said.


Down Under Farm
June 26th             

Dear Alec and Henry,

I’ve exhausted all available sources and the only information that I could get concerning Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak is that he’s a chieftain of a small kingdom somewhere in the Kharj district, which is far to the east across the Great Central Desert of Arabia, and incidentally the least explored part of the country. There isn’t a chance in the world of communicating with him, I’m afraid.

However, and Alec please note, I want to find that needle and plan to sift every piece of sand in the desert looking for it. I now definitely agree with Alec that the Black is the result of years of selective and careful breeding. Abu Ishak may have others like him.

Fortunately, an old friend of mine is now in the town of Haribwan, which is located on the western edge of the Great Central Desert. I’ve cabled him and he has assured me that he’ll be able to get me a guide and caravan to take me across the desert. There’s even the possibility that one of the traders in Haribwan may know the location of Abu Ishak’s kingdom.

I’m taking quite a gamble, I know, in attempting to locate him. Frankly, though, I’m excited about the trip—it could be a lot of fun, and, if successful, profitable.

I realize, however, that with chances so slim of finding Abu Ishak and the Black, you may not want to make this trip with me. If not, I’ll understand. But if you still want to go, wire me immediately as I intend to leave on next week’s plane providing space is available.

Best regards,
Charles I. Volence



Alec and Henry finished reading the letter together. “Gosh, Henry!” Alec said. “It sounds wonderful!”

“Sure does!” Henry agreed enthusiastically. “And I have a feelin’ that Volence won’t leave any stone unturned tryin’ to find Abu Ishak. He’s used to gettin’ what he wants.” He paused, then continued, “How about your folks, Alec … you said anything to them yet?”

“Yes, Henry, I did. Told them right after Mr. Volence was here. They didn’t know what to make of it at first. Mom’s a little scared, but I think Dad’s on my side. They didn’t tell me one way or another … whether I could go or not, I mean. Dad said they’d let me know as soon as Mr. Volence decided for sure he was going. I think I can win Mom over. It’s not as though I were going alone.”

Henry rose from the bench and stretched. “You’re a lot better off than I am,” he said. “Haven’t said a word to the missus yet.”

“What do you think she’ll say, Henry?”

“Plenty” was the rueful answer.

They started walking slowly toward Henry’s house. “You going to have trouble with her?” Alec asked.

“Always have trouble,” Henry replied, glancing apprehensively at the house from which came an energetic thumping and swishing and sounds of furniture being dragged. “Guess she’s housecleaning.”

“Maybe you ought to give a hand,” Alec suggested. “It might help.”

“Yeah, maybe you’re right. I aim to tell her right now … no sense puttin’ it off any longer.”

Alec knocked some mud off his shoe. “Gee, Henry, I hope nothing goes wrong with either one of us. I plan to speak to Dad as soon as he gets home. I’ll tell you what … if it’s okay for you to go, whistle three times, and I’ll do the same.”

“Okay, Alec. Well, here’s hopin’ …” Henry turned and headed for the front door. Alec saw him stop, look down at his shoes that were caked with mud, and then go around to the back door. Grinning, Alec proceeded toward the gate and home.

As he shut the gate, he glanced nervously at his watch. It was just about time for his father to arrive home, and tonight he’d have to know whether he could go to Arabia or not. Gosh, he hoped nothing would go wrong!

As Alec crossed the street, he saw the tall figure of his father walking down from the corner bus station. He yelled and ran to meet him.

Smiling, his father removed his brown, battered hat and wiped the perspiration off his forehead. “I can hardly walk in this heat, and here you’re running around like mad … it’s good to be young!” He put an arm around Alec’s shoulders and together they walked toward the house.

They were climbing the steps when Alec decided that no more time should be wasted in finding out what he had to know. “Dad,” he said hesitatingly, “could I talk to you and Mother now, before dinner?”

Mr. Ramsay could tell, from the serious tone of the young voice, what his son wanted to discuss. “Sure, Alec, let’s go in and get your mother out of the kitchen … much too hot a night to spend in there anyway.”

Alec waited in the living room while his father went into the kitchen. Pretending to read the evening paper, Alec sat down in a chair. It wouldn’t be long now. He’d know soon, one way or the other.…

His mother entered the room, wiping her hands on a short apron. Alec didn’t like the stern look on his father’s face. Then he smiled as he heard his father say, “Slaving over a hot stove, Alec, that’s where I found her, just as I thought.” He grasped his wife by the waist and they turned to Alec.

“We heard from Mr. Volence today and he’s going,” Alec began. “Remember, you told me to tell you when we heard from him.” He stopped, looked out the window, and then back at his parents. “He’s going next week and still wants me to go along.”

“Henry going?” his father asked quietly, his arm still around Alec’s mother.

“Think so, Dad. Sure, I’m sure he is. He told me this afternoon that he was.”

His mother wasn’t convinced. “Mrs. Dailey didn’t mention it to me, and I saw her this afternoon,” she said.

“Gosh, Mom,” Alec almost shouted, “you didn’t say anything to her, did you?”

“Shouldn’t I?” his mother asked.

“Gee, no, Mom, Henry hasn’t even …” Suddenly the still night was pierced by a sharp whistle. Alec turned towards the open window. The whistle was repeated twice more. “He’s going, Mom,” he shouted. “Yes, Henry’s going!”

Mr. Ramsay smiled. “Prearranged signals, eh?” he asked. He turned to his wife, then back to Alec. “Son,” he continued, “your mother and I have already decided that you can make the trip.”

“Yipppeeeee!” Alec shouted, throwing his arms around them. “You’re the best mother and father in the whole world.”

His father laughed. “We didn’t think it wise to keep a wild colt like you around here during the summer anyway.”

His mother’s pale blue eyes were worried. “You will be careful, Alec, won’t you? And you’ll do everything Mr. Volence and Henry tell you to?”

“Sure, Mom, I will … honest, I will. I’ll be careful as I can. Why, this trip will do me worlds of good, so don’t you worry. Travel is the best education a guy can get.”

His father grabbed him by the belt of his trousers. “And that reminds me. Don’t get back here months after everyone else has started school. Remember, you’re going to college next fall.”

“Sure, sure, Dad, I’ll remember.” He turned to his mother. “Mom, would you mind if I wired Mr. Volence before dinner? He said to wire him right away.… He has to get tickets on the plane. We’re going by plane, Mom, think of it. I’m going to fly across the ocean, and all the way to Arabia! Gee, that’ll be an education in itself, won’t it, Dad? I’ve gotta see Henry, too. You don’t mind, do you, Mom? It’ll only take a few minutes, honest.”

He was halfway to the door when his mother answered, her eyes on the back of his red head. “No,” she said softly, “I don’t mind.” Her fingers tightened over the large hand around her waist.
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Alec, Henry and Mr. Volence waited impatiently for their flight to be called at La Guardia’s Marine Air Terminal. Through the window Alec could see the giant flying boat cabled securely against the ramp that led out over Flushing Bay. His heart pounded, for it would be only a short time now before they’d be on her … and off! “That’s the Flying Clipper, isn’t it, Mr. Volence?” he asked excitedly.

“Yes, Alec, that’s what they call it. She’s a beauty, isn’t she?”

“Sure is,” Alec agreed. “We ought to be off soon.” His eyes swept to the clock. Seven o’clock, and they were scheduled to leave at seven-thirty. He turned to the window again and looked at the clear, blue sky overhead. It was going to be a nice day, and they were sure to take off unless there was “dirty” weather over the Atlantic. Mr. Volence had told him that the ship wouldn’t leave unless weather reports were good. He hoped nothing would prevent them from going today. He’d looked forward to this day ever so much, and didn’t want to put it off any longer.

Henry caught him looking out the window. “We’ll take off all right, Alec,” he assured him. “They’d have told us earlier if the weather was no good over the Atlantic.” He jerked his head in the direction of the adjoining room. “C’mon. They have some vittles inside, and my stomach’s cryin’ from hunger.”

“Didn’t you have breakfast home, Henry? I did.”

“Naw, I didn’t even wake the missus,” and Henry smiled. “ ’Fraid she’d change her mind at the last minute. Better to go hungry.”

Mr. Volence was busy and told them he’d join them in a few minutes. Henry and Alec made their way to the table where the other passengers were having breakfast. To Alec they all looked as though they were accustomed to transatlantic travel. Most of them were casually reading the morning papers, patiently waiting for the time to embark.

Alec was too excited to eat anything, but Henry had two orders of ham and eggs. “Nothin’ like a full stomach.” He grinned.

“Sure, nothin’ like it,” Alec agreed, glancing out the window at the great silver bird he’d soon be on. The morning sun reflected from its hull and shone in his eyes. He turned back to Henry. “You never told me how you managed to get away, Henry. Did you have much trouble?”

Henry answered between mouthfuls. “A little. She couldn’t see it at first, but then I told her I’d bring her back a lot of ivory … she’s crazy about ivory … has all sorts of trinkets around the house.”

“But, Henry, there isn’t much ivory in Arabia.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Well,” Henry said after a pause, “I’ll just have to get some somewhere.” He swallowed his coffee. “Anyway, her sister from the Ozarks is gonna spend the summer with us, same as she did last year and the year before, and she always sleeps in my bed. So it’s just as well that I’m not around.”

Mr. Volence arrived and sat down with them. “I’ll just have a cup of coffee,” he said, “I’ve had breakfast.” He glanced at the clock. “… almost time,” he added.

“Is that the crew over there?” Alec asked, nodding toward a table in one corner of the room at which a group of men, wearing dark blue uniforms, was seated.

“Yes, it is,” Mr. Volence replied.

“Gee, it’s a big crew,” Alec said. “There are twelve.”

“It takes a good many men to handle these babies.”

A bell rang twice and Alec saw the crew leave their table and walk toward the door. He rose from his seat. Why weren’t the others getting up? They’d be late.

“Sit down, Alec,” and Mr. Volence smiled, “the next bell will be ours. The crew has to warm the ship up a bit before we take over.”

Alec watched the crew as they went down the long runway, and onto the ramp that led to the plane. They marched in a column of twos.

“That’s the captain and the first officer up front, Alec,” Mr. Volence told him.

“There are almost as many crew members as there are passengers,” Henry commented.

A few minutes later there was a loud roar as the four engines were started. The propellers whirled in the sun and Alec felt a tingling sensation go over him. He glanced at the clock … just a few minutes more. He thought of his mother and father on the upper observation deck waiting for him to depart from the building and board the ship. He wondered if they felt the same as he did.

Five minutes passed, and then the roar of the engines rose to a higher pitch. Still there was no signal for the passengers to board. Alec became a little panicky. Supposing something was wrong with one of the engines and they didn’t go! Then the bell rang again. “That’s us!” he shouted. He rose to his feet so hastily that he tipped the long table, upsetting a cup of coffee into a matronly woman’s lap. Sputtering an apology, he ran for the door, closely followed by Mr. Volence, Henry and the other passengers.

They walked down the runway and onto the ramp. Turning, Alec looked up at the observation deck of the Administration Building. “Look!” he shouted. “There’s Mother and Dad.” Alec and Henry waved.

“Have a good trip,” Alec’s father called. His mother waved a small handkerchief.

“So long!” Alec yelled above the roar of the plane’s engines.

They were alongside the Flying Clipper now and some of the passengers had already boarded the ship. She strained the steel cables that held her to the ramp, as though impatient to be in flight.

Alec took one final look at his parents, waved again, and then climbed down the passageway, followed by Henry and Mr. Volence.

Inside, Alec was amazed to find how spacious the plane was. The steward showed them to their compartment, and Mr. Volence told Alec to sit by the large porthole. Henry took the seat opposite Alec and Mr. Volence sat down beside him.

They were on the opposite side of the ramp, so Alec was not able to see the Administration Building or his mother and father. “You’ll be able to see them when we taxi out of the bay into the channel,” Mr. Volence assured him.

The plane’s engines slowed to idling speed, and the steward returned and helped them fasten their seat belts. “We’ll be taking off in a few minutes,” he told them. “We’re waiting for one more passenger who is to occupy this space.” He nodded to the empty seat beside Alec.

“I was of the opinion the Flying Clipper didn’t wait for anyone.” Mr. Volence smiled.

The steward snapped Alec’s seat belt. “We don’t usually,” he replied, “… but we’ve had orders to wait. He’ll be here in a few minutes. He’s in the customs office now.”

Alec looked out the window across the dark waters of the bay. A little to the right he could see La Guardia Airport and the commercial airline planes taking off. He and his father had spent many a Sunday afternoon there and once they had flown from La Guardia to Florida to spend the Christmas vacation with his mother’s sister. Only once, though, had he been lucky enough to catch a flying boat taking off from the bay bound on a long journey across the ocean. He’d never forget that great silver bird streaking down the channel, leaving a white, rolling wake behind.

“I believe this seat is mine?” a voice with a decidedly foreign accent asked. Alec turned and stared at the man standing in the aisle. He was a short man with tremendous shoulders and a bull neck. His face, so dark that it was almost black, was round and deeply furrowed. Small gray eyes squinted from sunken black pits that wrinkled at the corners as though he had spent much time in the bright sun.

He had removed his hat and was wiping his bald head with a purple handkerchief. It was then that Alec noticed the left sleeve hanging empty beside him. Alec felt a surge of pity go through him. Instinctively he had taken a dislike to the man’s looks, but the thought of going through life with only one arm made him feel sorry for him. He jumped to his feet and removed the newspapers and magazines that he had left on the unoccupied seat. “Here, sir,” he said, moving closer to the window to give the stranger more room.

Nodding, the man carefully lowered his heavy body into the seat. After he had settled himself he looked directly at Mr. Volence and said, “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Ibn al Khaldun.” He smiled and his mouth was toothless.

Mr. Volence acknowledged the introduction and then presented Henry and Alec. When Alec grasped the pudgy hand he found it cold and clammy.

The plane’s engines were revved up and Alec heard the men on the ramp removing the cables which held the ship. Forgetting the stranger beside him, he said to Henry excitedly, “This is it!” Then he pushed his face up against the window.

As the plane began to move, the steward said, “Please make certain all seat belts are securely fastened.” Alec checked his, and then noticed that Ibn al Khaldun was attempting to fasten his belt with one hand. “Here, sir,” he said, “let me help you.”

Perspiration ran down in rivulets on the man’s fat face. “Thank you, no,” and he grinned. “It isn’t necessary. You see, one gets accustomed to accomplishing many feats with one hand … when he has only one.” Snapping the belt, he leaned back in the seat, and closed his eyes.

The silver plane taxied away from the ramp, and Alec was able to see his mother and father still standing on the observation deck. He waved, but realized they weren’t able to see him. The plane turned and headed across the bay toward the channel. As the figures of his parents faded from view, Alec felt a wave of homesickness come over him. He watched the water swish by and thought how much he’d miss his mother and father.

The sudden splash of mounting water against the window startled Alec. The plane’s engines had risen to a mighty roar. Suddenly he realized that they were in the channel and taking off! Alec watched the landscape on the other side of the water speed past with lightning swiftness. Faster and faster they went until white foam completely blocked his vision and he could no longer see even the large wing or pontoon.

Mr. Volence watched Alec’s tense face and smiled. “It’ll be clear in a few minutes,” he assured him. “The steward told me that we have a capacity load and that requires a long run. Remember, too, that a baby like this carries around four thousand gallons of gas.”

“Gee, it’s a wonder they ever get off,” Alec said, watching the water cascade down the window. “It’s like being under a waterfall.”

The engines roared to a new, higher pitch and suddenly the window cleared. Alec watched as the silver hull broke away from the water. “We’re off!” he yelled. The fat figure of Ibn al Khaldun stirred at the sound of Alec’s voice. His beady eyes opened, turned toward Alec, and then closed again.

The plane began a gradual ascent. Below, Alec could see the Administration Building, La Guardia Airport, and not far away, Flushing. He looked for his house and found it. The plane circled and then headed out over Long Island and toward the sea, its silver wings shining in the early morning sun.

The next few hours passed quickly, and before Alec knew it the steward was serving lunch. They were well out of sight of land and headed south for their first stop which, he had been told by Mr. Volence, would be Port of Spain, Trinidad. They would spend the night there and the next day take off for Natal, Brazil, the last stop before they flew over the Atlantic to Africa.

Alec looked across at Henry, and knew from the intense expression on his face that he was enjoying the trip as much as he. Mr. Volence was busy eating his cold ham and potato salad while attempting to read his magazine. Ibn al Khaldun had not desired any lunch and was again sleeping. Deep, guttural snores escaped from his throat. Alec finished eating and turned to the window.

They were over the Gulf Stream and the water was a deep azure blue. Soft wisps of clouds passed between them and the ocean below, and the steady hum of the engines made Alec sleepy. He looked forward at the two propellers on his side flashing in the sun, and the long wing extending far out to one side. He closed his eyes and let his head rest against the back of his seat. A few minutes later he was asleep.

The sun was low over the water when he awakened. Sleepily, he opened his eyes and found Henry and Mr. Volence smiling at him.

“Good nap?” Mr. Volence inquired.

“Gee, yes,” Alec replied. “It must have been a long one, too!”

Henry snorted. “It surely was. Say, maybe about three hours.”

Alec looked out the window and, glancing down, saw small submerged beds of coral under the water. “Coral reefs,” he said. “We must be pretty far south. Do you know about where, Mr. Volence?”

“No, but we can ask the steward. He’ll know.” He called the steward over and was told that they were only a half-hour away from Port of Spain.

“We should be able to see the coastline in a few minutes then,” Mr. Volence told them.

“That’s pretty good traveling,” Alec said. “Breakfast in New York and dinner in South America.”

The steward smiled. “Scheduled flying time is eleven hours and we usually hit it right on the button,” he said. “It’s from Port of Spain to Natal that the trip’s the toughest. We’ll buck head winds all the way tomorrow.”

“Will we leave pretty early in the morning?” Alec asked.

“Six o’clock. If we’re lucky we’ll make Natal in about fifteen hours, which means about nine at night. The following day we hop the Atlantic to a place called Fish Lake in Liberia. Ever hear of it?”

“No,” Alec answered, “but it sounds interesting.” He paused a moment. “Say,” he continued, “you mentioned that we land at Natal at nine … that is, if we’re lucky … and it should be dark by that time. Can you land these ships at night without any trouble?”

“We usually manage.” The steward smiled. “Of course our pilot has to be careful not to hit any crocodiles or floating logs, but other than that there’s nothing to it. You’ll see how he does it when we come into Natal tomorrow night.” His eyes shifted to the window. “There’s the northern coast of Trinidad now. It’ll only be a matter of minutes before we’re at our base. Better put a few things in your overnight bag.” He put his hand on Ibn al Khaldun’s shoulder and shook him gently. The Arab’s eyes opened quickly. “Port of Spain, sir,” the steward told him. Sluggishly Ibn al Khaldun straightened in his seat. He dismissed the steward with a quick jerk of his hand.

Alec felt his dislike for this man grow more and more intense. It was obvious that he did not want to talk to them, and Alec had no intention of encouraging conversation. Ibn al Khaldun zipped his overnight bag shut and then stared vacantly over Mr. Volence’s head, ignoring them all.

Alec turned to the window again. They were only a short distance away from the coast and the plane was gradually descending. The pressure in his eardrums increased and he felt a twinge of pain. He chewed his gum vigorously to relieve the pressure.

“Try swallowing a few times, Alec,” Mr. Volence advised.

A few minutes later they were over the beach and following a small river that wound its way back toward towering cliffs. Alec wondered why the pilot was flying so low … too low to make the cliffs ahead. Then he saw the opening through which the river passed, and the large bay beyond. The plane swooped through the break in the cliffs and swiftly descended toward the water. As the silver hull creased the bay, sheets of white foam again covered the window. Gradually, as the ship slowed, the window became clear and Alec could see the pier toward which they were taxiing. A short distance beyond was a low rambling building perched on many long poles, giving it the appearance of a giant centipede.

A little later, after having passed through customs, they were speeding toward the town of Port of Spain. The airline had provided two cars to take the passengers to the hotel and Alec was glad to note that Ibn al Khaldun was not in theirs. “He certainly is an unpleasant guy to have around,” he commented to Henry.

“Yeah, he’s not what you’d call sociable,” agreed Henry. “Tried to make conversation with him back there, but he wouldn’t have much of it.” He paused for a moment, pondered and then continued, “Funny, though, come to think of it. He knew an awful lot about me and the horses I’ve trained; he opened up a little when I mentioned Chang and the Derby back in ’32. He said he thought Prince Pat, the young colt I told you about who fell in his second race and had to be done away with, was a better horse than Chang and the fastest horse I’d ever had. Funny thing about that is I thought so, too, but never mentioned it; furthermore, very few people ever heard of Prince Pat as I hadn’t had him ready for big racing at the time of his accident. These Arabs are sure peculiar people.”

Early the next morning they were on their way again. Ibn al Khaldun, who the steward told them was also going to Arabia, had changed his seat for one nearer the front of the plane, claiming that riding near the tail made him ill. “Good riddance,” muttered Alec to himself.

Hour after hour the silver plane bucked the strong head winds which swept north up the coast of South America. They flew over dense green jungle country and Alec, looking down, wondered how they’d ever be found if the engines failed and they had to land. It was dark, unexplored country, alive with many terrors.

The sun passed overhead and descended rapidly in the west. Glancing at his watch, Alec found that it was after seven and realized that soon it would be dark. He looked ahead, hoping to see Natal, although he realized that they were not scheduled to arrive until after nine o’clock. Only a greenish-black carpet extended to the horizon. He let his head fall back on his seat and thought about Ibn al Khaldun. Funny he should know so much about Henry and American racehorses. Still, since he was an Arab, it was in all probability only natural that he should take an interest in American racing. He was an odd guy. Repulsive-looking, too, with his bald head and swarthy, fat face. Alec’s conscience bothered him as he remembered Ibn al Khaldun’s empty sleeve. It was tough to go through life handicapped that way. Perhaps he was mistaken about him. Perhaps it was just a case of not knowing him well enough. Still, there was something.…

The plane flew on, and eventually Alec’s thoughts turned from Ibn al Khaldun to the Black and the search ahead. Would they be lucky enough to locate the kingdom of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak? He repeated the name of the Black’s owner again … Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak. It was important that he remember that name; he had said it over and over again since Abu had departed with the Black. That was the only clue they had to the stallion’s whereabouts; that, and the knowledge that Abu lived in the least explored district of Arabia, the Kharj district, far to the east across the Great Central Desert. It wasn’t much. Alec closed his eyes and thought about his horse.

The steward awakened Alec sometime later. “You were interested in night landings yesterday,” he said. “It’ll only be a few minutes. You can see the lights of Natal just ahead.”

Sleepily, Alec flattened his nose against the window. It was very dark and they were quite low. Below he could just make out a long, winding river which they were following. He turned toward Henry and Mr. Volence and noticed that they were fastening their seat belts. Drawing his own tightly about him, he said, “This is going to be good. How in the devil will he be able to see? That’s a river, isn’t it? Is he going to land in it?”

“That’s the Rio Grande do Norte,” Mr. Volence explained. “The base is on it, and if you look a few miles ahead you’ll be able to see the landing lights which will guide the pilot in making his landing.”

Alec again turned to the window. Ahead, as Mr. Volence had said, was a string of lights on the river. There were seven groups of them and each group was a small, circular glowing ring. The one nearest the plane was red, but all the others were green. “The pilot will land alongside them,” Mr. Volence explained, “just to the right. Watch.”

The plane was now nearing the group of red lights. Alec peered into the inky darkness of the jungle on the other side of the river. They were coming in fast and just over the river. Sweeping past the red lights, the silver bird struck the water and proceeded swiftly up the line.

Henry sat back in his seat and relaxed. “Nothin’ to it,” he mumbled.

At the base they went through the same procedure as at Port of Spain, and then were sped away to Natal to spend the night. “Tomorrow,” Alec reminded Henry, “it’s Africa!” They were well on their way to the home of the Black!

The following days proved monotonous to all the passengers except Alec and Henry. Together they shared the thrill of flying the Atlantic for the first time. Before nightfall they were on the African continent and based at Fish Lake, Liberia. Their next hop took them to Lagos, Nigeria, and then came Leopoldville, deep in the heart of the Belgian Congo. The following day they took off for their final destination, Aden, Arabia.

As they flew over a barren African plain, Alec’s thoughts turned to the trip ahead. According to Mr. Volence they were to take a train from Aden to Haribwan, which was located just southwest of the Great Central Desert. It was there that they would meet Mr. Volence’s friend, who had assured them that he would be able to acquire a caravan and a guide to take them across the desert.

It was late afternoon when the steward touched Alec on the shoulder. “There’s the Bab el Mandeb,” he said, pointing to a large expanse of water ahead. “It’s just a short hop across to Arabia, so we’ll be in Aden in less than a half-hour.”

“Are we the only ones getting off there?” Alec asked, nodding toward his friends.

“On the contrary, practically all the passengers are bound for Aden. We’ll take on some more there tomorrow, and then it’s Cairo and across the northern coast of Africa to Morocco. We’ll be back at La Guardia inside of six days with any luck at all.”

“That’s certainly getting around to a lot of places,” Alec said.

Soon they had left Africa behind and were crossing the channel of Bab el Mandeb. “It connects the Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea,” Alec explained to Henry. He had been through it twice, as his ships had taken that route to and from Bombay, India, when he had visited his Uncle Ralph. As Alec’s thoughts turned to the Drake and that disastrous home voyage, he became depressed. To think that only he and a few others had been rescued of all the passengers and crew. And little had they known what was ahead of them when they had docked at Aden.

He could see the white buildings of the city ahead. His gaze turned northward, for it would be that direction in which they would go.

The plane circled slowly above its base. “Well, here we are,” mumbled Henry.

Mr. Volence, winking at Alec, said, “Only the beginning, Henry. We won’t waste much time in Aden … try to catch the first train to Haribwan that we can get. After just sitting all this time, I’m itching to pick up the trail.”

“The trail of the Black,” added Alec. He paused, then added confidently, “We’ll find him.”

“I wish I could share your optimism, Alec,” Mr. Volence said. “However, I can assure you that we won’t leave Arabia until we’ve made a thorough search.”

They were coming in now, and the plane glided smoothly toward the water. The silver hull cut the channel and the water streamed up and covered the window. A few minutes later they were taxiing to the dock. As the plane was cabled, the passengers rose from their seats, each concerned with his own business. For days they had lived in a small confined world of their own, but now it had ended and they were eager to get along.

After passing through customs, Alec and his companions awaited the car which would take them to their hotel. Ibn al Khaldun came out of the building and headed for a black sedan. He was wearing a white suit and shirt, open at the neck. His bald head was bare. Stopping, he withdrew a white silk handkerchief from his coat pocket and wiped the rivulets of perspiration from his face. His gaze turned toward them, and then he walked slowly in their direction.

“Wonder what the devil he wants?” Alec said softly.

“Probably going to bid us a fond farewell,” muttered Henry.

Ibn al Khaldun stopped in front of them, but didn’t speak. Finally Mr. Volence, to break the silence, said, “Is your home in Aden, Mr. Khaldun?”

The Arab’s gaze shifted from Alec to Mr. Volence. A few seconds passed before he replied, “No. My home is far to the north.”

Alec asked, “Anywhere near the Great Central Desert?”

Ibn al Khaldun’s beady eyes shifted again to Alec. A slight smile was on his lips, disclosing the toothless gums. He nodded but did not say a word.

Mr. Volence and Henry watched Alec, for they knew the next question the boy would ask.

“Have you by any chance ever heard of a man named Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak?” Alec asked.

Ibn al Khaldun ran the silk handkerchief across his face and then wiped the top of his skull before shaking his head negatively. “Arabia is a large and most complex country,” he replied softly, his words heavily accented. “One does not have many acquaintances in the north.” He had left the handkerchief on the top of his head and Alec was thinking how ridiculous it looked, when a slight breeze blew it to the ground in front of him. Alec bent to pick it up.

Ibn al Khaldun had also bent down to retrieve his handkerchief. Alec had his hand on the silk cloth, when he stopped short. In front of him, dangling from the Arab’s bare neck, was a gold chain on which hung a medallion … that of a bird with wings outstretched in flight.
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It was not until a few minutes later, after Ibn al Khaldun had left, that Alec told Henry and Mr. Volence what he had seen.

“Are you sure it was the same medallion?” Henry asked, his voice tense.

Alec dug a hand into his coat pocket and withdrew the gold chain. “It was the very same, Henry … just like this one. I couldn’t be mistaken!”

Mr. Volence’s eyes swept to the black limousine into which Ibn al Khaldun had disappeared. “Come on! Let’s trail him.” He hailed a cab and the three climbed into it just as the car ahead pulled away from the curb.

Mr. Volence instructed the driver to keep about a hundred yards behind. “All we want to do,” he explained to Alec, “is to find out where he’s staying, then we’ll inform the police.”

“But we really haven’t any case,” Alec said. “It’ll just be his word against ours.”

“Yes, I know. We might be able to learn something, though, that’ll help us. I have a few friends in the government here who might be able to throw a scare into him. I’m sure we couldn’t get any satisfaction out of Ibn al Khaldun ourselves. It’s our only chance.”

They were near the outskirts of the city when Alec noticed that the distance between the two cars was increasing. “We’ll have to step on it,” he said, “or we’ll lose him.”

The black car suddenly turned from the main road down a narrow side street. It had slowed down a bit, and the taxi driver had no trouble keeping behind. They went around the block and then arrived back on the main road.

“That’s funny,” Henry mused.

“Not so funny,” Alec said. “He wanted to find out whether or not he was being followed, and we walked right into it.”

Bending forward, Mr. Volence told the driver to increase his speed. “I’m afraid you’re right, Alec. He’s stepping on it, and we’ll be lucky if we can keep up with him.”

Ibn al Khaldun’s car swept along the highway, and in a few minutes it was obvious to all that the broken-down cab in which they were riding could not possibly keep up with the car ahead.

Ibn al Khaldun was out of sight when they reached the city limits.

“Anyway,” Alec said, “that proves he had something to do with the attack on the Black, and knew that we were suspicious of him, or he would have stopped instead of running away.”

“Not necessarily,” Mr. Volence suggested. “It might be something else.…”

Alec was unconvinced. “I have his car’s license number, anyway,” he told them. “We can check at the police station.”

“Good boy!” Mr. Volence said.

A few minutes later, the cab pulled up in front of the station and Mr. Volence went inside while Alec and Henry waited in the cab. He returned shortly afterward. “Not much luck, unfortunately,” he told them. “The car belongs to a rental agency and the driver was ordered to report at the airport to meet Ibn al Khaldun. I’m going to call them again a little later and they’ll let me know the address to which the driver took our friend. We still may be able to learn something.”

After they had checked in at their hotel, Mr. Volence called the car rental agency only to find that Ibn al Khaldun had dismissed the car and driver soon after they had reached the city limits. The driver had informed the agency that his fare had hailed a cab immediately after dismissing him.

The following day Mr. Volence talked to some business associates about Ibn al Khaldun, but learned little. “They told me,” he informed Alec and Henry later back at the hotel, “that there are many families by the name of Khaldun in the central and north country, and that it would be a waste of time attempting to track him down.”

Henry rubbed a large hand over his two-day beard. “Guess the only thing we can do is to trek on, keepin’ our eyes open for him.”

“I have a feeling he’ll turn up again,” Alec mused.

*  *  *

The next day they set out for Haribwan. As they awaited their train at the station, Mr. Volence told them that he had telephoned his friend in Haribwan, and that he was expecting them.

“Has he been able to get us a guide?” Alec asked.

“No, unfortunately. He said it wouldn’t be any trouble to get a guide to take us across the desert, but going into the mountains is another story. Seems it’s dangerous country, as there are many hostile tribes and few men have ventured into it.”

Henry grimaced. “You don’t make it sound too good,” he said.

The train, with antiquated engine and wooden cars, pulled laboriously into the station. They found their seats and settled back for the ride.

“How long a trip is it?” Alec asked.

“A little over twelve hours,” Mr. Volence replied. He glanced at his watch. “We should arrive in Haribwan a little after eight tonight.”

The heat was intense and Alec covered his face with his handkerchief. Henry and Mr. Volence removed their jackets. Soon the train was on its way, and a dry breeze swept through the car.

“I guess this must be one of the hottest countries in the world,” Alec murmured.

“It is,” Mr. Volence agreed with a smile, “and the driest. But we’d better get used to it.”

Alec looked out the open window at the steppe-like tracts covered with small bushes. To the west he could see the coastal mountains gradually rising as they swept to the north. Occasionally he could see a small farm with cultivated land.

“The west and northern coasts of Arabia are the most fertile,” Mr. Volence explained. “To the east is only the Great Central Desert and the mountains toward which we’re headed. Some Arabs call their country an island, surrounded by water on three sides and sand on the fourth.” He paused a minute, then added, “Geologists say that Arabia once joined the natural continuation of the Sahara, now separated by the rift of the Nile Valley and the great chasm of the Red Sea.”

“Aren’t there any rivers at all?” Alec asked.

“None of any significance,” Mr. Volence told him. “There is a network of wadis, depressions in the surface, which fill with water, but only periodically, during the short rainy season.”

“At that rate, I don’t see how they can grow much. What do they eat?”

“It’s true there’s little tillable land, Alec. But on the coastal areas they have dates, coconut palms, grapes and numerous fruits as well as almonds, sugar cane and watermelons. They also have sheep and goats. Their coffee, too, is the finest in the world. In the desert, I suppose, the chief items on the nomad’s menu are dates and milk.”

Henry, very much interested in the conversation, muttered, “Dates and milk … that’s something to look forward to.”

As the hours passed and the train wound its way to the northeast, the country became less populated and the terrain more grim. Great sandy wastes spread before them. Barely visible now were the mountains to the west. Alec’s gaze swept over the other passengers in the car, most of whom were sleeping. There were a few, presumably British from their features, dressed in clothes like his own. But the majority were Arabs, wearing long white skirts with a sash and a flowing upper garment, which pictures had made familiar to Alec. Most of them wore a shawl held by a cord over their heads. They were of middle stature, of powerful build, and to Alec their features, characterized by a broad jaw, aquiline nose and flat cheeks, expressed dignity and pride. He could not help but think how little they looked like Ibn al Khaldun with his fat, evil face.

The medallion dangling in Mr. Volence’s hand attracted Alec’s attention. Noticing how closely he was scrutinizing it, he asked, “Any new clues?”

Mr. Volence did not answer for several seconds, then he looked up and met Alec’s intense gaze. “I was just thinking about something one of my friends in Aden mentioned yesterday about this,” he said. “He happens to be quite a student of mythology, and thought that this resembled the fabulous bird of Egypt, the Phoenix. But neither he nor I have ever seen a drawing of the Phoenix such as this one, with its wings outstretched in flight. Still, I can see what he means …”

“The Phoenix? What’s the story?” Alec asked.

“Briefly,” Mr. Volence replied, “the Phoenix was probably the aspect of the sun god and as such was worshiped. According to legend, it lived five hundred years in Arabia. The story goes that when the Phoenix finally felt life ebbing away, it laid an egg in its nest and set fire to it. Thus, it burned to death but out of the ashes a new Phoenix came to life. It represented the resurrection of the dead.”

“Gee, that’s interesting,” Alec said. “But if it is the Phoenix, what do you think it symbolizes to Ibn al Khaldun?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea, Alec,” Mr. Volence answered. “Perhaps nothing … maybe just a piece he carries around.”

Henry, who had been listening intently to the conversation, joined in. “It’s a secret order, or somethin’, I’ll bet.” His large hand dropped on Alec’s leg, and he continued. “So far as we know there are two of these things, the one you have and the one around Ibn’s fat neck. Now, if he didn’t try to kill the Black that night, someone else wearing the bird did, which means there’s some sort of an organization or somethin’.”

“Or,” Alec added, “if Ibn al Khaldun did attack the Black he had another medallion.”

“Well,” Mr. Volence said, “it’s something to think about. When we get to Haribwan, maybe Coggins will be able to help.”
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It was almost dark when they arrived at Haribwan. As Alec reached up to the rack for his suitcase, he felt a renewed excitement. For Haribwan was really the beginning of their search for the Black. To the north and east was the desert, void of civilization. Haribwan was their last outpost. No longer would they be able to depend upon commercial means of traveling or hotel accommodations, for when they left this small Arabian town they would be on their own.

The other passengers left the train and Henry, Mr. Volence and Alec followed.

Outside, vendors shouted forth their wares to the new arrivals, their voices raised to the highest pitch in competition with the incessant tramp of passers-by and a multitude of donkeys and camels laden with the varied products of the desert and farms. The air was charged with every conceivable odor, and Alec sniffed sensitively.

Mr. Volence spied his friend Coggins. “Bruce!” he shouted. “It’s good to see you.”

A tall man with thinning white hair, wearing large horn-rimmed spectacles, grasped Mr. Volence’s outstretched hand. “Charlie, you old blighter you,” he said enthusiastically, “it’s been a long time.”

Mr. Volence introduced Henry and Alec and then they made their way through the crowd. “Must be over ten years that you’ve lived here, isn’t it, Bruce?” Mr. Volence asked.

“Thirteen or fourteen years, I think it is. You lose track of time here.”

Mr. Volence turned to Henry and Alec. “Coggins, here,” he explained, “was sent by his company to do a temporary job in Haribwan, which was to have lasted a month at the most. He’s been here ever since.”

“I made it a permanent job,” Mr. Coggins explained, smiling. “This place grows on one, you know.”

“It must,” Mr. Volence said. “I recall the letter that you wrote just before you left England on this deal. You weren’t very happy about it. Remember?”

“I most certainly do,” Mr. Coggins said. “But,” and his voice became earnest, “these people, the country … well, it’s difficult to explain how I feel. You’ll find out for yourself, in time. Those who have never been here think of Arabia as a harsh and forbidding land, but it’s really warm and hospitable.”

“It’s warm all right,” Henry muttered, wiping his brow.

Finally they arrived at Mr. Coggins’ car, an early model Ford. “I’m afraid I can’t accommodate you with any better means of traveling. Still, it will get us there.” He patted the hood cherishingly.

“I’m surprised to see you have a car,” Mr. Volence said.

“There are a few of them around. But come, let’s be on our way.”

Mr. Coggins drove the car slowly through the crowded, narrow streets of the town. “Auto traffic is rare here,” he said, “and I always have to be careful. The people really resent motor vehicles, feeling that the donkey, camel and horse are adequate means of transportation. I only use the car on rare occasions such as this.” He was smiling.

Alec kept busy watching the passing scene. He noticed several men in European dress, but the majority were clothed in the white flowing raiment of the desert. “Are there many Europeans here?” he asked.

“No, not many,” Mr. Coggins replied. “The natives call them Ifranji, or Frank.”

Alec saw a few women, all veiled, walking along the streets; others peeped through the latticed windows of their homes as the car went by.

Suddenly they came upon a large group of people standing in front of an impressive-looking building of white stone. Mr. Coggins brought the car to a stop. “The evening call to prayer,” he said. “That’s the mosque, the Moslem place of worship. Look up on the tower, the minaret it’s called, and you can see the muezzin, or crier, summoning the Moslems to prayer.”

Alec’s gaze followed Mr. Coggins’ pointed finger. The slender, lofty tower was attached to the mosque and surrounded by a projecting balcony upon which a man in a white robe was standing. Then his voice descended upon the multitude: “La ilaha illa-’llah: Muhammadum rasulu-’llah,” he cried reverently.

“It means ‘No God but Allah: Mohammed is the messenger of Allah,’ ” Mr. Coggins explained. “No sentence is more often repeated in Arabia. These are the first words to strike the ear of the newborn Moslem child, and the last to be uttered at the grave. Five times a day … at dawn, midday, mid-afternoon, sunset, and nightfall … the words are chanted by the muezzin in prayer from the tops of the minarets throughout Arabia.”

The muezzin’s voice prayed on, echoed by the voices of the faithful below. It was an impressive spectacle and the occupants of the car remained silent.

Later, when the prayers had ended, they moved on, and soon arrived at the home of Mr. Coggins. The door to the house opened into a courtyard, and Alec, who had been unimpressed by what he had seen of the house from the street, found himself pleasantly surprised. In the center, among a group of small orange trees, was a large fountain which jetted a veil-like spray of water high in the air. The rooms surrounded the courtyard and above the iron balcony on the second floor was an overhanging cloister which kept the sun’s rays from the rooms.

Mr. Coggins showed them to their rooms and told them dinner would be served as soon as they were ready.

Alec, who had a room all to himself, washed in a large basin. The oil lamp cast eerie flickering shadows on the walls, and his thoughts turned to home. Here he was, almost halfway around the world from his mother and father. He wondered what they were doing, and how long it would be before he would see them again. True, he was supposed to be back in a few months, but he sensed now more than ever before the hazardous nature of the task that lay ahead. This had all been a dream a few short weeks ago, but now it was very much a reality. Would they be able to get a guide? If so, would they find the home of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak and the Black?

Alec finished washing and left the room. The sound of voices led him to a large room, in the center of which was a long table laden with an assortment of fruits. Mr. Volence and Henry were talking to their host.

Mr. Coggins smiled at Alec. “Now that we’re all here let’s sit down to dinner. I’m sure you must be very hungry.” He rang a small bell on the table and almost immediately a tall, brown-skinned youth of about Alec’s age entered the room bearing a steaming dish of food. He set the dish down in front of Mr. Coggins and then stepped behind him, his brown, almost liquid eyes burning with curiosity. His gaze swept around the table and finally came to rest on Alec.

“This is Raj, my houseboy,” Mr. Coggins explained, looking up over his shoulder and smiling. “Raj, these are my good friends, Mr. Volence, Mr. Dailey, and Alec Ramsay.”

The Arabian youth bent his erect, big-boned figure from the waist. “How do you do,” he said softly, and each word was pronounced and clipped. “It is indeed very fine to have you with us.” Then he left the room, walking with long and graceful strides.

After Raj had left the room, Mr. Volence said, “He speaks English very well. Has he been with you long, Bruce?”

“Yes, a very long time,” Mr. Coggins replied quietly. “Not long after I arrived here, I was asked by a good friend of mine, a trader, who spent most of his time in the desert, if I would take care of Raj for him while he was away. Raj was about three at the time.… Raj was not his son, although he loved him as one. It seems that on one of his trips across the desert my friend found this baby … alone … on a small oasis. Obviously, he had been left there to die by someone, but fortunately my friend arrived before it was too late. He brought him back to Haribwan.”

“The trader, your friend, does he come back often?” Henry asked.

“No.” Mr. Coggins paused. “He never returned from his last trip … that was at least nine years ago. Part of his caravan returned. They had been attacked by desert raiders, and the few who got back were very fortunate.”

“A very interesting story,” Mr. Volence said. “You have no clues as to the identity of the child?”

“No, nothing. The baby’s clothes were very well woven and of fine quality, indicating that his parents, whoever they might have been, were wealthy.” Mr. Coggins paused while he passed some dried meat to Henry, then continued. “Raj is happy, I’m sure. I’ve tutored him, and he’s been very quick to learn. I’ve told him his story, and knowing there’s no possible way of learning the identity of his parents, he’s content, although I assume it’s always more or less in the back of his mind.”

Henry, after emptying his glass of fruit juice, asked, “Those desert raiders you spoke about … are they still pretty active?”

“Yes, Henry, and I’m afraid they always will be,” he replied. “Let me tell you a little about them … it’s something you should know.”

Mr. Coggins pushed his plate forward and removed his spectacles. “The original Arabs,” he continued, “were the Bedouins, who refer to themselves as ‘people of the camel.’ Now in the fertile lands to the north, west and south, empires have come and gone, but to the east, in the barren wastes of the Rub‘ al Khali, which you call the Great Central Desert, the Bedouin has remained forever the same. He is no gypsy, roaming aimlessly for the sake of roaming. Wherever he goes, he goes seeking pasture for his sheep- and camel-raising, horse-breeding, hunting … and raiding. Strange as this may sound to you, raiding is one of the few manly occupations accepted by the Bedouins. An early Arabian poet once wrote: ‘Our business is to make raids on the enemy, on our neighbor and on our own brother, in case we find none to raid but a brother!’ ”

Mr. Coggins emptied his glass and then went on. “The Bedouin, his horse, and camel rule supreme in the desert. His tenacity and endurance have enabled him to survive where almost everything else perishes. Yes, and he still lives as his forefathers did, in tents of goats’ or camels’ hair, and grazes his sheep and goats in the same ancient pastures. The nomad of the desert is a bundle of nerves, bones and sinews. Dates and milk are the chief items on his menu.”

“No solid foods at all?” Mr. Volence interrupted.

“Dates and camel flesh are probably his only solid foods,” Mr. Coggins replied. “Incidentally, the Bedouin considers the camel a ‘special gift of Allah.’ He feasts on its flesh, covers himself with its skin, makes his tent of its hair, and uses its dung as fuel. It is his constant companion, his means of transportation, his wealth and his blood.”

Having listened very intently, Alec broke in, “But his horse. I’ve always thought that that was his most valued possession.”

“It is, Alec,” agreed Mr. Coggins with a smile. “But it is an animal of luxury, whose feeding and care constitute a problem to the man of the desert. Its possession is an indication of wealth. And now just a little more about the Bedouin’s horse, as indeed I know how greatly you are interested. Contrary to the belief of most people, the Arabian horse was a late importation into ancient Arabia. But once there, it had a perfect opportunity to keep its blood pure and free from admixture. As we are all aware, the pure-blooded Arabian horse is known throughout the world for its physical beauty, endurance, intelligence and faithfulness to its master. Yes, the Arabian horse is the origin from which all western ideas about good breeding of horseflesh have been derived.”

Alec, vividly recalling the Black’s great size and amazing speed, said: “A moment ago you implied that the Bedouin desires to keep the blood of his horses pure and free from admixture. Yet the horse which we’re looking for may not be a pure-blooded Arabian. To the best of your knowledge do you think it possible that there might be a Bedouin who is intermingling the blood of Arabian horses with that of other breeds in an effort to create a breed that will have the stamina and heart of the Arabian together with the speed and power of another bloodline?”

“Quite possible, Alec,” Mr. Coggins replied. “The Bedouin is a past master of horse-breeding, as we all know. Therefore, it’s only natural that some of them might attempt to create the perfect horse, especially since the horse’s chief value to the Bedouin lies in providing the speed necessary for the success of his raids.”

Alec suddenly noticed that Raj had entered the room and was standing silently behind Mr. Volence. He had been listening to the conversation and his soft mouth was tight and grim.

“Are the Bedouins ruthless?” Alec heard Mr. Volence ask.

“No, not unless it’s absolutely necessary. In the case of raids no blood is shed except in cases of extreme necessity. The principal causes of conflict are the keen competition for water and good pastures.”

Henry moved uneasily in his chair. “Bejabbers,” he said, “we’re sure gonna be lucky if we return in one piece!”

Mr. Coggins said quietly, “On the contrary, Henry, your chances are good. I hope I haven’t given you the impression that the Bedouins are inhospitable, because they’re not. However dreadful the Bedouin may be to his enemy, he is loyal and generous within the laws of friendship. Hospitality is one of his supreme virtues, and he considers it his sacred duty. He will never refuse a guest, or harm him after accepting him as a guest. It would be an offense against his honor and a sin against God. On the other hand, to make him your enemy is to die. For the law of the desert is that blood calls for blood, and death for death. A blood feud between desert tribes might easily last for fifty years or more.”

Mr. Coggins stopped, glanced at his watch. His gaze shifted to Raj, who nodded. Then he turned to his guests. “A Bedouin is waiting in the other room and I want you to meet him. He may be the guide for you. However, before we go in I want to tell you his story briefly, as it’s important that you should be aware of it before you hire him.” Mr. Coggins paused a moment before continuing. “This man arrived in Haribwan only a few weeks ago, an outcast from his tribe. He had committed some crime within his clan, escaped with his life, and become an outlaw. The fate of which,” he explained, “is worse than death. For to live without protection of a tribe in the desert is in most cases to die many horrible deaths. By some means, however, this Bedouin managed to reach Haribwan alive. His knowledge of the Rub‘ al Khali is greater than that of any man I’ve ever met … perhaps that accounts for it.

“Knowing that I was looking for a man to guide you across the desert, this man came to my home one night and offered to go. I had seen him in town, and was acquainted with the story I’ve told you. When I asked him if he didn’t fear for his life if he undertook the trip, he didn’t answer. He only replied that his fee would be high. He said further that he was one of the few Bedouins of the desert who knew the mountains to the east including the Kharj district. Realizing that I would not be successful in finding another who would take you into the mountains, I told him to return tonight. Now you know the story and it will be up to you to decide. Much thought must be given before you make your decision, for as I have told you, he is an outcast, a man who has lost his tribal affiliation and whose capture means death. Why he chooses to leave Haribwan and take this great risk, I don’t know. His fee will be very high, and with the money he may hope to buy his way back into his clan. Anyway, there’s no getting around the fact that he is the only man who will take you to the Kharj district. Other guides will go across the desert, but no farther.”

Heavy silence fell on the room as Mr. Coggins finished. The faces of Alec, Henry, and Mr. Volence were without expression for they were weighing the risks they would have to take. Raj stood rigidly behind the table.

Finally, Mr. Coggins said, “Your decision does not have to be made at once. Come, and I will show you this Bedouin.”
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They entered a long room dimly lighted by one oil lamp which hung like a chandelier from the center of the ceiling. A figure in white rose from the sofa. Slowly he made his way toward them. He stopped only a few yards away and now Alec could distinguish his features which were faintly outlined beneath the white head shawl around which ran a bright red band. With the exception of a deeply furrowed scar that ran from his left ear down to his chin, he was much like the Arabs Alec had seen on the train. He had the same flat cheekbones, broad jaw and straight nose, and like them was of medium height.

For some unexplainable reason, Alec’s thoughts suddenly turned to Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, and then to Raj. It was strange that both of them were so unlike the other Arabians he had seen, including Ibn al Khaldun. Raj and Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak were tall of stature and high-cheekboned. Alec heard Mr. Coggins’ voice as he spoke in Arabic to the newcomer, who bowed slightly, acknowledging the introductions.

“He cannot speak English,” Mr. Coggins explained, “so I’ll act as interpreter. What are some of the things you’d like to know?”

“See if he can tell us anything about Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak … where he lives, and if he could guide us to him,” Mr. Volence answered.

“Also,” said Alec, “if he’s ever heard of an Arabian named Ibn al Khaldun.”

“Let’s not forget,” Henry spoke up, “to ask how much this will cost us, and what kind of security he’s goin’ to give us to make sure he doesn’t leave us in the middle of the desert.”

Mr. Coggins smiled at Henry’s remark. “Yes, that’s pretty important,” he said. Then, turning to the Arab, he conversed with him.

Soon Mr. Coggins turned back to them. “He’s heard of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak,” he explained, “but knows nothing about Ibn al Khaldun. Abu Ishak lives in the most mountainous section of the Kharj district.… Few have seen him or his home although many in the mountains and the Rub‘ al Khali know his name.”

“Will he attempt to find him for us?” Alec asked.

“Yes, but his fee will be higher. He says the risks involved are great and the compensation must also be great. He asks one thousand dollars.”

“A stiff price,” Mr. Volence muttered. “Much more than I expected to pay. Will that amount include the cost of the caravan and supplies?”

Mr. Coggins turned to the Arab, spoke with him, then to Mr. Volence. “Yes, it will include everything. The price, I know, is exorbitant, but we must remember there is no one else who can do the job you want done.” He nodded his head in the direction of the Arab. “He knows it, too,” he concluded.

Mr. Volence was silent a moment, then asked, “What security will he give?”

“Only his word,” Mr. Coggins replied, “but I have yet to regret trusting the word of a Bedouin.”

“Even an outcast like him?” Henry questioned.

“Yes, Henry,” Mr. Coggins replied. “He may kill and plunder, but his word is good.” He turned to Mr. Volence again. “The Bedouin says that only half the fee is necessary now, and from that he will buy supplies and camels and hire the men necessary for the trip. When you return to Haribwan, you will pay him the rest of the money. He cannot assure you that he will find Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, but will continue the search in the mountains until you tell him to return.”

Alec watched Mr. Volence closely, awaiting his decision. Would he think it worth the large sum of money asked? They could, he supposed, hire another guide to take them across the desert, but what then? They certainly couldn’t seek Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak alone. They might attempt to find another guide, but as Mr. Coggins had said, the chances of finding one were very slim and much time would be wasted. Alec felt certain that having gone this far Mr. Volence would not turn back now. He had gambled on many long shots in his life, and would gamble again on finding Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak regardless of the high price being asked by the guide.

To the right of Mr. Volence, back in the shadows of the room, Alec saw something move. Looking closer, he distinguished the tall frame of Raj. How long he had been there, Alec did not know. He wanted to know Raj better … to find out how he felt about everything—horses, books, school, his life in Arabia. And in turn Alec wanted to tell him about the United States, about his home, about his horse.

Mr. Volence broke the silence. “Tell him, Bruce, that I’ll pay his price,” he said quietly.

Henry turned to Alec, a broad grin on his face. “I knew he’d come through,” he whispered.

Mr. Volence had the gold medallion in his hand. After Mr. Coggins had finished talking with the Arab, Mr. Volence said, “Bruce, ask if this means anything to him.”

Mr. Coggins took the medallion and scrutinized it carefully before handing it to the Bedouin. All eyes were turned toward the small man in the white flowing robe. His eyes narrowed as he gazed at it in his hand. Minutes passed and still he did not answer. Alec might have been mistaken in the dim light, but he thought he saw the long muscular fingers tighten over the medallion, then relax.

The Bedouin nodded his head negatively and then handed the medallion back to Mr. Volence. A few minutes later he made his departure after telling them that they should be ready to leave in two days.

After the door had closed behind the Bedouin, Mr. Coggins asked, “This medallion … where did you get it?”

Mr. Volence told him the complete story, then asked, “Do you think, Bruce, that it could be the Phoenix?”

“It could have been meant as such, Charlie.” Mr. Coggins lowered his voice and murmured, “The Phoenix, bird of Araby, is rising again. Its wings are strong.”

They looked at him questioningly. “What does that mean?” Alec asked.

“I don’t know. Just something I happened to think of. Heard an old Arab who returned with a caravan a few weeks ago quote it. I’m surprised I remembered it. Just the association with this,” he added, handing the medallion back to Mr. Volence.

The following day was spent in acquiring clothes for the trip. “That’s all you have to worry about,” Mr. Coggins had told them. “The Bedouin will take care of everything else.”

When they returned after having done their shopping, Alec, anxious to see himself in this new raiment, rushed to his room. Carefully he placed the white flowing robe and head shawl on the bed.

When he had finished dressing he stood before a long mirror. Curiously he gazed at his reflection. The head shawl, held tight by a black cord, fell low over his forehead, covering his red hair, and down the back of his neck. A white upper garment was draped loosely over his shoulders, and his legs were covered by a long white skirt held securely by a black sash. His American shoes had been discarded and he wore Bedouin sandals. With freckled face, tanned by the hot Arabian sun, he could have been mistaken for a Bedouin youth, providing one did not approach close enough to see the light-blue eyes and pug nose.

Later that afternoon he walked into the library to find Mr. Volence with their host. They stopped talking as soon as they were aware of Alec’s presence. Mr. Coggins held a pistol lightly in his hand. “I was suggesting to Charlie,” he told Alec, “that I supply you each with a gun for your own personal use. The Bedouin will secure arms, but it will be better if you have a gun of your own as well.”

Mr. Volence looked skeptically at Alec. “Know how to handle one, Alec?”

“Sure. Dad’s best friend is a cop in New York, and he used to take us to their indoor pistol range quite often. They said I was a pretty good shot.”

“Fine.” Mr. Coggins smiled. “I’ll have a gun ready for each of you.” He turned to Mr. Volence. “Charlie, there’s another matter I’d like to talk to you about. The Bedouin, as you know, does not speak any English, and none of you can speak Arabic. Also, chances are that of the few men hired to make the trip, none will speak English.”

“I’d thought about that, Bruce. It’s had me a little worried. Perhaps we should tell the Bedouin to be sure to hire one man who can speak English.”

“I hesitate to do that, Charlie, because he’ll hire men best suited for their jobs and may not be able to find a competent man who can also speak English. Furthermore, it would put my mind more at ease if I were certain you had someone you could definitely trust on this trip.” He paused, then continued, “I was thinking that Raj might go along with you.”

Alec’s eyes lighted. It would be great to have someone his own age with them. “That sounds good,” he told them.

“But, Bruce, don’t you need him around here?” Mr. Volence asked.

“I’ll manage to get along without him for a while,” assured their host with a smile. Then his voice became earnest. “Seriously, Charlie, it will be a good change for him. He’s never been away from Haribwan, and I’m certain he’d like to make the trip. He’s a Bedouin, remember … the desert is part of him. I’ve found him gazing across the Rub‘ al Khali very often, and he never fails to be on hand to meet an incoming caravan.”

Mr. Volence looked at Alec. Raj would no doubt prove to be a great asset on the trip, and he would also be good company for Alec. The boy’s eyes were intent. He was waiting for Mr. Volence to make a decision, a favorable one it would seem, from the expression on his eager face.

“Bruce,” said Mr. Volence finally, “we’d like very much to have Raj come along.”

“Good.” Mr. Coggins smiled as he rang a small bell. “Let’s tell him.”

The door opened and Raj slid silently inside. His head was bare and his heavy black hair was neatly brushed back.

“Raj,” Mr. Coggins began, “you know that our guests leave tomorrow for a trip across the Rub‘ al Khali. We thought you’d like to go with them.”

The Bedouin youth was silent for a moment, only his eyes disclosing any emotion. They were wide and full and soft. “I thank you,” he said slowly. “I thank you very much.”

The caravan was forming on the outskirts of Haribwan. It was to be a large one and their small unit of ten camels was to be a part of it for half the distance across the Rub‘ al Khali. Then, while the rest of the caravan journeyed on to a great port on the Persian Gulf, they would turn to the south and east.

Dawn was just breaking over the eastern desert when they arrived with Mr. Coggins. It was cold and Alec pulled his shawl of camel’s hair tightly about him. There was little confusion and it was obvious from the heavy packs roped securely around the backs of the camels that many hours of work had been done before they arrived. The camels were resting on their knees, heavy mouths working ponderously over their food.

“Gosh, what a mob of ’em!” Henry exclaimed.

“The Bedouin told me it would be a caravan of about five hundred camels,” Mr. Coggins said. “One of the biggest … which means you’ll have little trouble while you’re with them.”

They threaded their way through the horde of beasts and men. The Bedouins were separated in what seemed to be hundreds of small groups. Mr. Coggins led them toward the rear of the long line, where they found their guide. He walked up to them, nodded, and spoke to Mr. Coggins.

Raj, standing beside Alec, told him, “He says all is ready and soon we will be leaving.”

Alec glanced at Henry and Mr. Volence clothed in their white garments. How strange they looked—but no different from him. His gaze swept over his own clothes down to the light sandals on his feet. He raised his hand and pulled the cord on his head shawl farther down. Digging in his deep pocket, he felt the cold steel of the pistol Mr. Coggins had given him.

A cry was heard up front and gradually it swept toward them like an incoming wave. The groups had dispersed and men were walking quickly toward their camels.

Alec felt Raj’s hand on his arm. “The Karwan Bashi, leader of the caravan, has given notice to make ready to go,” he said.

After bidding Mr. Coggins good-bye and thanking him for all he had done, Alec, Raj, Henry and Mr. Volence made their way to the camels assigned them by the Bedouin guide.

“I’ll be seeing you in a couple of months,” Mr. Coggins called. “Much luck!” His gaze turned to Raj. “Have fun, boy, and give them all the help you can.”

Alec walked up to his camel, which was still kneeling on the ground. One of the men hired by their guide stood at his head. He motioned Alec to mount. Cautiously Alec threw a leg over the back of the camel and sat on the saddle, which was nothing but a heavy piece of cloth covering the single hump. His backrest, however, was made of leather and Alec leaned against it. There were no stirrups, so he gripped the sides of the camel tightly with his knees. Looking back, he saw that the others had also mounted, and that the Bedouins were patiently awaiting the signal to leave.

Another shout rang out and the camels ahead began climbing to their feet. Raj, astride the camel ahead, looked back at Alec and waved.

Seeking support as he felt his camel gather himself, Alec grabbed the forepart of the hump. There was a sudden lurch, frontwards then backwards, and the camel was on his feet. The dark-skinned Bedouin in front smiled, and handed Alec the rope, which was attached to the camel’s leather halter. He moved his head, indicating that all Alec had to do was to follow the other camels, then he left.

The sun had risen above the horizon of the Rub‘ al Khali and its rays were already warm. Their Bedouin guide, riding in front of Raj, was looking impatiently up the line. It was obvious that he wanted to proceed while it was still cool. Behind Alec rode Mr. Volence and then came Henry followed by the rest of their small unit consisting of two Bedouins and three camels heavily laden with baggage and supplies.

The camels ahead were moving. Their guide looked back and waved his arm. Raj moved, swaying back and forth in his saddle. Alec looked at the long crop in his hand and wondered whether it would be necessary to use it. Then he felt a sudden lurch as his camel began jogging slowly to catch up with the others. It was a pacing motion, the camel lifting both feet on the same side successively, and was not uncomfortable. Alec sat easily in the saddle and relaxed.

The single line of camels and Bedouins stretched far into the desert. To the rear was Haribwan. How long before they would return? What lay ahead? Alec’s hands tightened over the rope and crop. The final and most important phase in their search for the Black had begun. The sun rose higher on the horizon and Alec removed his warm shawl.
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The caravan moved at a steady and uniform pace throughout the day, stopping only once during the terrific heat of the afternoon to give them time to eat a light meal of dates and goat’s milk. “We’ll reach our first oasis before nightfall,” Raj told them.

The hot sun beat down unmercifully upon them as they traveled across the endless miles of white sand. Occasionally they would see a cloud of sand in the distance and bounding shapes. “Ghazlán … gazelles,” Raj would call back to Alec, pointing toward them. “They travel quickly from oasis to oasis,” he explained.

Monotonously the hours passed, the camels’ padded feet moving tirelessly over the hot sand, the bodies of their riders swaying rhythmically back and forth with the elongated curved necks of the camels.

The sun was low in the west when Raj pointed ahead and said, “Wâha … oasis.”

Alec could see the tops of the date palms rising above the horizon. Those at the head of the caravan would be there in a short time. The pace quickened, and Alec looked back at Mr. Volence and Henry and grinned. It had been a tiring first day.… They would sleep well that night.

The following days were repetitions of the first … miles and miles of scorching white sand under hot, cloudless skies. Their skin was burned black from the constant blistering sun and glare. Their eyes were barely slits, kept closed most of the time. They seldom spoke to one another during the day and it was only during the cold nights that they were awakened from their trance-like states and looked beyond to the time when the desert would be behind them.

During the evening of the sixth day, after they had eaten a meal of dates and camel flesh, washed down with a beverage made from fermented dates, Raj said, “Our guide informs me that we separate from the others tomorrow morning. Now we are to proceed to the south and east.”

Mr. Volence said gravely, “So it’s tomorrow.”

They were silent, realizing that no longer would they have the protection and security of the large caravan.

“How much longer?” Alec asked Raj, and his voice was tired.

“Only seven more days,” he replied. “We can travel faster now.”

“Only?” Henry grunted. “Seven more days …”

Raj was sympathetic. “I think you’ll find the days to come easier,” he said.

A little later Alec was left alone, Mr. Volence and Henry having retired to their tent for the night. Raj was tending his camel, which had been limping toward the last part of the day’s journey. The sun had gone down and only a red glow in the west kept the day alive. A short distance away Alec saw their Bedouin guide sitting alone, gazing out across the desert to the south. He was always alone, for even the men whom he had hired did not associate with him once the day’s work was done. A Bedouin without a tribe, an outcast, and unwanted. What strange thoughts did he think? Did he not fear for his life? Alec supposed so, but it was not obvious from the man’s cold countenance.

The red glow in the west flickered and then died. A cold wind swept across the desert. Alec reached for his shawl, and pulled it about him. Then he walked over to Raj, who was anxiously bent over his camel.

“Is he all right?” Alec asked.

“Ê … yes. Just a thorn, which I have removed. He will be well tomorrow.”

For a minute Alec watched as the camel chewed cakes of crushed date stones, which were his daily food. It was a homely but friendly face. The sensitive nostrils were oblique, enabling him to close them at will and preventing the entrance of dust and sand. His brown eyes were protected from the glaring sun and drifting sand by long eyelashes. Alec thought how well nature had provided for this “ship of the desert.” And rightly so. For without him the desert could not have been conceived of as a habitable place. Alec smiled, for even with the camel it was a difficult enough place in which to live.

“Raj, how long can a camel go without water?” he asked as they walked back toward the tent.

“From three to six days,” Raj replied, and then added hesitatingly “… Alec.”

It was the first time he had called him by his first name, and Alec was glad for he felt that Raj, sensitive and retiring from the beginning of the trip, had finally become a friend with whom he could share many things.

“But how does he do it, Raj?”

The Bedouin youth smiled. “No one knows exactly how he does it. Camels drink a great deal of water when it is available and can make it last a long time.”

They had reached the tent and Alec suddenly realized he was very tired. A cold wind swept across his face, but he scarcely felt it, his skin was so toughened by the sun. “Guess I’ll go to bed,” he said. “I’m pretty sleepy.”

Raj smiled. “I will also go soon. Tomorrow there will be much to do, for we will be alone.”

The next morning, shivering and cold in the predawn stillness, they stood watching the first of the caravan leave the oasis and head northeast. Before the last of the camels had left they, too, were ready to depart. Alec, astride his camel, waited patiently for their Bedouin guide to give them the signal to start. He glanced back at Henry, Mr. Volence, and the pack camels. All were ready. Riding up the line, the guide passed Alec without a glance. His face was set and the long scar was red against his black skin. When he reached Raj he stopped, spoke to the boy, and then looked back, a grim smile on his lips. He raised his hand, then his crop fell on the flank of his camel.

Taking advantage of the sunless sky, the Bedouin drove the small unit relentlessly to the south and east. The large caravan was soon out of sight in the early morning light. Alec, sitting easily in his saddle, enjoyed the quickened pace and freer movement of the small compact unit. He looked to the east. Dawn was breaking and soon the scorching sun would rise in the heavens. For some reason he did not fear it today as he had in days past. Perhaps he was becoming hardened to desert life. Or perhaps it was the swift freedom of movement.

The Bedouin slackened their pace in the early afternoon. They stopped only once for a light, hasty meal and then went on. Night fell, and they camped in the desert. “When the sun sets tomorrow we shall arrive at another oasis,” Raj explained after speaking to the Bedouin guide.

Three days passed without mishap. The Bedouin still drove them forward, stopping only when his keen eyes discovered fresh camel tracks in the sand. Then he would dismount and closely scrutinize them. Usually, after reading the tracks, he would proceed without changing their course. But twice they turned, headed north for hours, then swung once again to the east, their guide’s eyes ever on the horizon. Whenever they saw a cloud of sand, he would call a halt until he was satisfied that it was made by gazelles or ostriches. At night he and his men would stand guard, their eyes and ears always alert for any strange sound.

Late on the afternoon of the fourth day, the Bedouin guide raised his hand and the small caravan came to an abrupt halt. Alec surveyed the horizon in every direction and saw nothing. The Bedouin had dismounted. Quickly he walked a short distance in the sand, and fell to his knees. After a time he rose and with narrowed eyes looked to the east. His face was tense when he returned, mounted his camel, and again started. The pace was slow, nothing more than a fast walk.

The Bedouin led them only a short distance to a deep wadi, which concealed them from all sides. He stopped and signaled to make camp. Alec’s gaze turned to the sun. Strange, there was still an hour’s good traveling time left in the day.

After pitching their tents and bedding down the camels, they were ready for dinner. Their guide, who had walked to the top of the wadi, returned and talked to Raj. Nodding, Raj made his way toward them. He spoke to Mr. Volence. “He says there is to be no fire tonight. We must eat cold food.”

“Any trouble?” Henry inquired.

Raj shook his head. “He did not say, but I suspect there is danger.”

They ate in silence. The night before had been spent on an oasis, and their fruit and water were fresh. “One thing to be thankful for,” Henry muttered, breaking the silence.

Alec watched the Bedouins who sat apart from their guide. They ate little, their eyes sweeping nervously around the wadi, and then up to the sky, which was strangely overcast in the south.

“Perhaps there’s a storm brewing,” Alec suggested.

“I feel that it’s more than that,” Mr. Volence replied. “We might as well try to get some sleep, anyway. There’s not much we can do.”

Physically spent from the day’s hard ride, they slept soundly in spite of the tension. Alec was the first to awaken. Sleepily his gaze turned to the top of the tent, which was shaking. The wind whistled through the flaps. A storm! He shook his head to rouse himself. They would have to make sure the tent poles were secure!

He awakened the others, and hurriedly they pulled on their clothes and left the tent. Outside they felt the strong surge of the gale; blowing sand peppered their faces.

“Afraid it’s gonna get worse,” Henry yelled, pointing to the blackened sky to the south from which the wind was blowing. To the east only a few stars shone in the ever lightening sky, for dawn was not long off.

The camels were on their feet, moving uneasily and testing the strength of the stakes and ropes to which they were secured.

Alec saw the two Bedouins quickly taking down their tent. “We’d better do the same,” he yelled. He looked around for their guide, but could not see him. His tent was still up. “Raj,” Alec called to his friend. “Get our guide. Maybe he’s sleeping …” Strange, he thought, as he helped pull up the tent pegs, that the Bedouin shouldn’t be up. It wasn’t like him. Then again, he usually had the watch just before dawn.

The wind grew stronger as they folded the tent and quickly tied it to the back of one of the camels. Raj was not back, and their guide’s tent was still up! Yelling to the others to follow, Alec ran toward the pitched tent. He met Raj on his way back. “The guide’s not there!” Raj yelled.

“He’s got to be!” Alec raised his voice above the gale. “Where else …”

The others, including the two Bedouins, joined them.

“Raj! Ask them who had the last watch,” Alec shouted.

The Bedouins answered, their frantic eyes sweeping from the sky to the pitched tent. “They say the guide had the last watch,” Raj said. “He should be here … or maybe on top of the wadi,” he suggested.

The group started across the depression, but had gone only a short distance when Henry stumbled and fell. Alec, helping him to his feet, saw a still figure half-covered by sand.

“Look!” Alec shouted to the others.

Hands reached down, dragging the white-robed body from the clutching sand. It was the Bedouin guide, his face rigid and still in death. Deep in his chest was the silver hilt of a dagger.

The wind whistled down through the hollow of the wadi, sand covering their intent faces. Alec looked at the others, all of whom realized the gravity of their situation. They were without a guide and the sand storm was getting worse. The two Bedouins exchanged hasty, frightened glances. It was obvious to Alec that they, too, were apprehensive … perhaps more so, for they were Bedouins who had associated willingly with an outcast. And where death had struck once it could strike again. The Bedouin had paid for his crime, but death might also be waiting for others, especially those of his own race. The Bedouins had good cause to fear, and so, thought Alec, had he and his friends.

Sand swirled about them. “We must leave him and seek cover,” Mr. Volence cried.

They could see only a few feet in front of them as they made their way back toward the camels. Alec, Raj, Henry and Mr. Volence clung together. The two Bedouins had disappeared in the flying sand and dust. After a time they came upon one of their camels, which was lying down. “Get behind him for protection,” Raj shouted. “Cover heads with shawls!”

They lay there for a long time, while the wind whistled above their heads and sand covered their bodies. The weight of sand became heavier and heavier, gradually shutting out the sound of the wind above.

The first indication that the storm was over came when the camel moved his great body. Slowly he rose to his knees. Alec also climbed to his feet and the sand poured off him. He threw the shawl from his head and looked around. Skies were blue overhead and the sun shone brightly. Only the dark mass of clouds to the north and the shaking camel in front of him were evidence of the passing storm. The three piles of sand beside him stirred and Henry, Raj and Mr. Volence emerged, shaking themselves vigorously.

The Bedouins and the other camels were nowhere to be seen.

“Where could they be?” Mr. Volence asked anxiously.

“Probably buried,” Henry offered.

“La … no,” Raj said, “the camels would not let the sand bury them. They have gone.” He paused, then added slowly, “They have deserted us …”

“No!” Mr. Volence exclaimed. “They wouldn’t … they couldn’t do that to us at a time like this. They must be in the sand. Hurry, let’s try to find them before it’s too late!”

They ran toward the place where they had last seen the camels. Raj, jogging beside Alec, shook his head. “No, Alec … Mr. Volence is wrong … they have deserted us. They feared the same fate as that which befell the guide even more than they feared the storm. Not wanting to go with us any farther, they have gone and have taken the camels and our supplies with them.”

They searched in vain. Nothing was found. Raj was right.… They had been left alone, without food, without water … to die.
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They stood in the wadi, silent and alone. The camel beside them rested on his knees, waiting patiently until he was made to move.

“Well, what now?” Henry asked.

“Let’s think for a few minutes,” Mr. Volence said, his voice grave.

“There’s a canteen half full of water,” Alec said. He had found it in the sand. “It’ll last a while if we use it sparingly.”

“Nothing else?”

“No,” Raj answered. “Our provisions were all packed on the camels.” He paused, then continued. “I suggest that we continue to the south and east for we were but three days’ distance from the mountains yesterday.”

“Yes, Raj, I suppose you’re right,” Mr. Volence agreed. “But there’s no telling how long it will take us on foot, and with no food and so little water …”

Henry jerked his head toward the camel. “Two of us can ride him at one time,” he said, “and we can take turns. That’ll help.”

“We have our guns,” Alec offered. “We can hunt … there are gazelles.”

Nodding, Mr. Volence turned to the Bedouin youth. “Raj,” he said, “lead the way … we’re pretty much in your hands.”

All that day they walked, stumbling through the burning sand. They took turns riding the camel, Alec and Henry changing with Raj and Mr. Volence every hour. They had done nothing more than wet their lips with water. For when that was gone …

Alec searched the desert constantly for the sight of some living thing. Gazelles … ostriches … Bedouins; yes, even the ones who had killed their guide. Anything … anyone.

The sun set, but they kept on until the heavy desert night fell upon them. Then, exhausted, they lay down beside the camel and slept.

Raj awakened them before dawn. “Come,” he said, “let us go before the sun rises.”

Silently they rose, and in a few minutes were once again on their way, trusting Raj to lead them in the right direction.

Late that afternoon they stopped to rest. Hunger gnawed their vitals; faces were gaunt and thin; throats were parched and tight, making it an effort to speak above a hoarse whisper.

Alec raised his glassy, bloodshot eyes to the canteen in Raj’s hand. He shook it and held it to his ear; then, without drinking, he passed it on to Henry, who raised it to his lips. A swallow, and it was passed on to Mr. Volence; then to Alec. He shook it, and there was just the slight swish of water inside. He wet his lips and gave it to Raj. “Finish it,” he said, and only the words formed on his lips; there was no sound.

They moved on. No water, no food. What was the use? Alec walked behind the camel. They could kill it, he thought, and they would have to before long. They could go another day without food, perhaps, but water … Alec pressed his hand against his throat.

That night Raj crawled over to Alec as Henry and Mr. Volence slept. Shaking his friend, he called him. Alec’s eyes opened. “I need your help. Come,” Raj said.

Raj led Alec to the camel. “We must tie his feet,” the Bedouin youth explained, two pieces of rope in his hand. Alec wondered why, but nodded in agreement, his heavy, thick tongue making it impossible to ask questions.

Laboriously they tied the camel’s fore and hind legs, then Raj reached for his thick crop and a piece of canvas which had been part of the saddle. He handed Alec the canvas and then grasped the camel’s head halter. With skilled hands he quickly pried open the camel’s mouth and shoved the crop down his throat, calling to Alec at the same time to hold the canvas underneath.

The camel bellowed, heaved, then vomited water from the chambers in his stomach. Alec caught the precious liquid in the canvas. Together he and Raj poured it into the canteen, untied the camel’s legs, and without further conversation lay down to sleep, the canteen between them.

The next day was worse than the others. Tired legs faltered and crumpled under the weight of thin, starved bodies. The liquid in the canteen was wet, tolerable. But stomachs cried for food, and crazed eyes lingered longingly on the camel. “We will kill it tonight,” Raj whispered hoarsely to Alec. “He is almost done … we have his water … he is stumbling … it is the only way.”

Alec nodded, and let his tired, heavy head fall upon his chest.

When the sun went down and darkness came, they put a bullet through the camel’s head, and feasted on its flesh. Satisfied, they fell into a heavy sleep.

The next morning they cleaned the camel of its meat, left the carcass for the hyenas and jackals, and strengthened by the food, set out once more.

Mile after mile of sand passed under their feet as the sun rose in the cloudless sky. Alec’s eyes swept continuously across the horizon to the southeast, seeking the mountains toward which they were presumably headed. It was the fifth day and soon, if Raj had led them straight on their course, they should come to them. Night fell and still only miles and miles of white sand lay before them.

The next day was the same, and so was the following one. Feet lagged heavily across the sand. Little camel meat was left. The last of the water was gone. Alec fell and Raj helped him to his feet. “Place your arm on my shoulder for a while, Alec,” he said. “Let us not stop, for it is best that we keep on.”

A little later Mr. Volence fell to his knees, followed by Henry. Alec and Raj stumbled back to them. Their eyes were glazed and swollen tongues protruded between cracked lips. This is the end, Alec thought, the end of everything. Then his mind went blank … he was too tired to care much. The sun was setting and a cool breeze swept across the desert from the east. Alec turned his body toward it for it relieved somewhat the dull ache in his head. He struggled to open his eyes, hoping the breeze would cool the fires inside. His vision, dulled by the heat and glare, cleared slowly until he could see. Rising above the horizon was a dark, jagged shape. He blinked his eyes and tried again. It was still there. His gaze swept to the right. It was there, too. Then to the left. And there! Hope surged through his mind and body. They could be the mountains … they could be!

Alec turned and touched Raj’s shoulder. Feebly he pointed to the east. Raj looked, then rose to his feet. Slowly a smile cracked his blackened lips. He fell to his knees and lifted Henry’s and Mr. Volence’s faces to the east. “Mountains,” he whispered in their ears. “Mountains … tomorrow … tomorrow.”

The cold night descended upon them with Raj’s words still ringing in their ears … “tomorrow.”

It was already light when Alec awoke. He turned his head and saw that the others were still sleeping. Another day and they must get going … he stopped as he suddenly remembered. The mountains! This was tomorrow! Or had it been a dream? Were there mountains to the east or had it been just a mirage? Alec struggled to a sitting position.

The sun was not yet fully over the horizon. But the horizon! It was not that of sand meeting sky, as it had been for days and days past. Instead jagged peaks pierced the heavens, pierced the sun. They had been right. It had not been a mirage, not a dream brought on by tired, bewildered minds. Ahead were the mountains. Their destination! Water! Food!

A cry escaped Alec’s lips, rousing the others. He pointed a trembling arm to the east.

Late in the afternoon they reached the mountains. An unknown force had provided them with the last bit of energy and strength needed to drag their tired bodies across the last few miles of blistering sand.

A short distance from where the desert ended and the short sun-scorched grass began, they saw a small spring gurgling forth from the rocks. Stumbling, they reeled toward it and lowered their heads into the cool water.

They rested that day and the following one. Dates and other fruit were abundant at the foot of the mountains. Slowly their strength returned; gradually their stomachs stopped crying for food. On the morning of the second day after their arrival Raj and Alec went hunting and brought back a young gazelle which Raj had shot. As they ate their spirits rose. “Gettin’ so I feel as though I was always meant for this kinda life,” said Henry with a grin, rubbing a sun-blackened hand to wipe his mouth free of food after he had finished eating.

Alec, too, felt well enough to start looking ahead again in their search for the Black. Even though they had been successful in crossing the desert, they still had no guide. Where to now? How could they possibly find Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak? In which direction was the Kharj district? Yes, they had reached the mountains, but they were still lost. He turned to Mr. Volence. “What do you think we should do next?” he asked.

Mr. Volence shrugged his shoulders. “Your guess is as good as mine, Alec,” he answered. “The Kharj district, from what I’ve learned, is still far to the northeast, somewhere high in the mountains. It seems to me that it’s practically impossible to find it without a guide. What do you think?” he asked, turning to the others.

“Might I suggest,” Raj said quietly, “that we proceed north up the mountain range, keeping close to the desert. It is quite possible that we will find a village, where we might be fortunate enough to find someone who can lead us to the Kharj district.”

Henry slapped his hand against his knee. “That sounds like a good idea,” he said enthusiastically.

The others nodded in agreement.

Early the following morning they departed. Walking in single file, they kept close to the mountains, avoiding the hot sun as much as they possibly could. Their muscles, hardened by the days spent in the desert, made walking on the solid ground easy. Springs and date palms were numerous, and every few hours they would stop to rest.

Two days passed without change. On the morning of the third day Raj, who was leading, raised his hand, signaling them to stop. “Yashûf.… look!” he exclaimed, pointing across the desert to the west.

A cloud of sand was moving rapidly toward them. Forms were now taking shape. Not gazelles … not ostriches. Alec strained his eyes. There could be no mistake. A large group of horsemen was riding out of the desert!

“Raiders?” asked Mr. Volence of Raj.

The Bedouin youth shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps,” he said, his eyes never leaving the desert. “They travel fast.”

“What are we gonna do?” Henry asked. “Attract their attention or hide till they’ve gone? They might be the same bunch that knifed our guide!”

Alec reminded them of Mr. Coggins’ words, “The Bedouin is loyal and generous within the laws of friendship … hospitality is one of his supreme virtues, and he considers it his sacred duty.” He suggested that they go out to meet the rapidly approaching group.

“Perhaps you’re right, Alec,” Mr. Volence said. “We just can’t go on hiding out from Bedouins. I’m also in favor of stopping them.” He turned to the others and they, too, nodded approval.

The horsemen were only a short distance away and the sound of pounding hoofs in sand could be heard easily. Mr. Volence’s party had walked down to the edge of the desert and soon could make out the hard-riding figures. There were about twenty of them, sitting still and straight in their saddles as their steeds moved effortlessly across the sand. Alec grasped Henry by the arm. “Those horses. Look at them, Henry!”

Never in Alec’s life had he seen so magnificent a group of horseflesh. Blacks, bays, chestnuts galloped swiftly with heads held high and hot coats shining in the sun. They were very near now and Alec’s gaze swept to the chestnut in the lead. He was a stallion, much larger than the others, with flowing golden mane and tail and four white stockings.

“What an animal,” Henry muttered.

“He’s big, Henry,” Alec said softly, “as big as the Black!”

The Bedouins had seen them, and their leader astride the chestnut signaled his band to stop. Then he and one of his men proceeded toward them. His stallion, rebelling against the bit that now held him to a walk, pranced with nervous ankles, eyes wide and staring, nostrils dilated and red. The white-robed figure on his back sat erect and still.

He was tall and big-boned. His smooth face, except for the great black beard, was dark and unlined, his brown eyes gentle. Like Raj he, too, had high cheekbones. It was difficult to guess his age. He was a free young man, a man in the making. Long limbs, wrapped around the chestnut’s girth, made the stallion dance as he stood there. A slight smile played upon the chieftain’s hard-set mouth as he viewed the group. Then he spoke in Arabic, and his voice was soft.

When he had finished, Raj answered. Then they conversed, their words precise but soft-spoken. How alike they were, Alec thought. The same high forehead and cheekbones, the same brown, liquid-soft eyes and set mouth. They talked for some time. Alec heard Raj mention the name of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, and saw a heavy scowl fall over the face of the young chieftain. In an instant it was gone.

Finishing, Raj turned to his friends. “I have told him our story,” he said, “and he will take us into the mountains.”

“To Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak’s?” Alec asked excitedly. “I heard you mention his name.”

“La … no,” replied Raj. “He refuses to take us all the way, but has consented to leave us near enough to the kingdom of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak for us to reach it alone.”

Henry grinned. “Say, that’s good of him,” he bellowed. “I knew they were regular guys when I saw ’em!”

“Think we can trust them?” Mr. Volence asked skeptically.

Raj shrugged his large shoulders. “This is the land of the nomad, sir, where one cannot be certain of anything.”

The hoofs of the stallion clattered on the stones as he danced nervously in the sun, his coat shining like bright gold. The Bedouin on his back was eager to be off. He spoke to Raj again and there was a terseness in his speech that had not been there before.

Raj turned to his friends. “He will not wait any longer,” he said. “If we are going with him, we must go now.”

They followed the chieftain and his aide back to the group of horsemen, who looked at them curiously. Assigned to ride with four of the men, they mounted quickly and were off.

Alec found himself on the back of a dappled gray which, in spite of his double burden, kept up with the others. The Bedouin with whom Alec shared his saddle looked back and grinned.

Soon the desert was behind them and out of sight. The Bedouins slowed their horses down to a trot as they picked their way through narrow gorges. To the east, the direction in which they were headed, the mountains rose higher and higher against the sky.

Hour after hour passed without a stop. They followed no path, but it was obvious to Alec that each horseman had traveled this route many times. Ever upward they went, slowing down to a walk to spare their steeds when the ascent became too abrupt.

Sometime in the afternoon they came to a wide plateau, where they stopped to rest. While the Bedouins were attending their horses, Alec made his way in the direction of the chestnut stallion. If ever there was a horse whose physical perfection and beauty matched the Black’s this was it. Loyal to the memory of his horse, Alec hoped, frankly, to find the chestnut lacking in some quality.

The young Bedouin chieftain had removed the saddle from the chestnut stallion. The horse walked forward with his head low, sniffing the ground. Finally, finding a depression, he lowered his large body carefully. Then, swinging over on his back, he swung himself from side to side, kicking his free white-stockinged legs in the air and grunting with pleasure as he drove his back into the ground. Pausing, he lay still, then scrambled to his feet, shook himself, snorted about, his head high and ears cocked.

Alec, sensing someone in back of him, turned and met the flashing eyes of the Bedouin chief. He smiled and nodded his head toward the chestnut.

“Sagr!” the chieftain called, and his horse trotted toward him.

He stopped as he neared Alec and the whites of his eyes showed. His big body trembled and he pawed the ground. The Bedouin moved forward and grabbed him by the gold mane; then he stroked the slender, arched neck and small head, which was so much like the Black’s.

The Black and this chestnut. What a match that would be, thought Alec. And the winner? Alec favored his horse, but only because he knew well the courage and heart that were the Black’s.

A short time later they were on their way again. They crossed the plateau at a slow gallop and then assembled in single file as they began a still higher ascent. Ahead, Alec could see towering peaks, and below and behind, the mountainous gutted country through which they had already passed. Still farther to the west he could still see the white desert, over which they would have to pass again before returning to Haribwan.

That night they slept on the side of the high mountain range. Lying on his back, Alec stared at the stars. Later he rolled over on his side and watched the horses silhouetted against the sky. He listened to them cropping the grass and saw their sudden starts. Grazing only a short distance away was the chestnut stallion; beside him lay the young chieftain. Alec suddenly wondered what the man’s name was. That was something he doubted they would be able to learn. Finally, Alec’s eyes closed and he slept.

All the following morning they continued to climb, reaching the top of the range by noon. Just below them, Alec saw another plateau and ahead more mountains, even higher than those which they had just climbed.

When they reached the plateau the Bedouins kicked their horses into a fast gallop for over a mile, then suddenly they slowed to a walk. Their chieftain signaled with unswept arm and two of his men spurted to the right flank and another pair to the left.

As they cantered forward once more Alec noticed that the Bedouins had unslung their guns and were riding with them across their thighs. This was not peaceful country through which they were riding so quietly, and the men who rode were not traders, but desert-hardened warriors who knew well their work as raiders and hunters.

For two days they advanced over the same kind of country, in the same formation, at the same speed.

One night as they camped Alec turned to Raj; they sat in a small group apart from the Bedouins. “Raj,” he asked, “how much longer?”

“I do not know, Alec. The man with whom I am riding will not say.”

“Can’t be much farther,” Henry growled, “we been ridin’ four days now. Besides,” he continued, nodding toward the mountains which were closing in on them, “we’ve just about come to the end of this plateau.”

Mr. Volence smiled. “We can always go up, Henry,” he said.

“Not much … or we won’t be able to breathe,” Henry muttered, sniffing the thin air.

They pressed on again as soon as it was light. After cantering for about a mile the Bedouin chieftain led his band up a steep ravine. They traveled swiftly in spite of the rugged country. Precipitous cliffs on which rose great masses of rock that seemed to totter precariously were on all sides of them. The Bedouins’ skilled hands guided their horses as they zigzagged through hazardous trails, rising and falling with the terrain.

All morning and far into the afternoon they continued their ascent until only towering peaks rose above them. As the sun gradually fell behind the mountain range in back of them they came to an abrupt fork in the ravine, and it was there that they camped for the night.

After they had eaten the dried meat which the Bedouins had given them, Alec and his friends sat in silence upon the hard and stony ground. It was unusually quiet that evening. No fires burned and double sentries had been posted.

It was after dark when the tall, white-robed young chieftain came toward them, his black beard pressed deep against his chest. He called Raj to one side, conversed for a minute, and then walked away.

“We are near the kingdom of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak,” Raj told them when he returned. “Tomorrow morning we separate.”

“In which direction do we go?” Alec asked anxiously.

Raj nodded to the fork northeast of them. “They take the other,” he said. “The chieftain says it is only a day’s journey by foot. He will give us supplies.”

Although physically tired from the day’s long climb, Alec could not get to sleep. He could only think of tomorrow. What would it bring? Would Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak resent their arrival? Again he recalled Mr. Coggins’ words concerning the Bedouin’s hospitality: “He will never refuse a guest. It would be an offense against his honor … a sin against God.” Alec rolled on the hard ground and lay on his side, watching the dark figures of the Bedouins as they slept. Yes, they were generous. They had proved that by accepting Mr. Volence’s party and taking them this far. There was no reason to fear them or Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak.

But Alec remembered the still, crumpled figure of their guide lying in the sand, the long knife stuck to the hilt in his chest. He recalled how Mr. Coggins had also told them, “To make him your enemy is to die … the law of the desert is that blood calls for blood, and death for death.”

When dawn broke, Alec had not slept, but he was not tired. His body was eager and tense, filled with energy for the journey ahead. The Black was near … another day. He was impatient to be off. Shaking his friends, he awakened them. “Come, it’s time to go!”

Later, as they were eating, the Bedouin chieftain came to them. His horses were still unsaddled; he appeared to be in no hurry.

“Raj,” Alec said, “tell him we’d like to leave. Ask if we may have food for our journey now.” His voice was clipped, excited.

After Raj had finished speaking, the Bedouin chieftain smiled as he replied, his brown eyes on Alec. When he had finished Raj told Alec, “He says you have grown your spurs. It is a good sign to be impatient, and he likes to see it. If we want to go now, we can. The supplies are ready.”

They left as the Bedouins were saddling their horses; eyes turned momentarily toward the small group and then swept back to their mounts. The chieftain, having finished saddling Sagr, turned toward them. Alec raised his hand. The Bedouin smiled, mounted, and then pulled the stallion back onto his haunches.

As Alec took up the trail behind the others, he wondered if they would ever meet again.
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It was late afternoon when the ravine suddenly narrowed and the walls of stone closed about them. Ahead was only a slender chasm in the rocks. As they neared it they saw that it was just large enough for two men to pass through abreast.

Raj led the way and they walked until they came to an abrupt turn.

“Say,” Henry muttered, “this is no place for me with my claustrophobia!”

As they rounded the turn, the cleft in the rocks suddenly ended and they found themselves overlooking a large valley. Trees were numerous and the ground was covered with a luxuriant green grass, the like of which Alec had not seen since they had left home.

“Look!” Alec shouted, pointing to a broad, treeless expanse in the center of the valley below, where a large band of horses was grazing.

“There must be hundreds of them,” Mr. Volence exclaimed. “This must be Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak’s domain.”

“There are buildings farther up the valley,” Raj said.

Their eyes swept in the direction of Raj’s extended arm. In the far corner of the valley, buildings of white stone reflected the rays of the setting sun. One stood apart from the others and was set back against the towering mountains. The other buildings were smaller and arranged in groups along the side of the valley.

They followed a well-worn path down through the brush, Alec’s eyes constantly scanning the band of horses below. Was his horse there?

After a time they came to the floor of the valley. Stopping, they watched the horses grazing a half-mile away. Suddenly one broke away from the others. He ran slowly around the band and then stood still, his nose pointed in the direction of the upper valley.

“Henry!” Alec shouted. “It’s the Black.… I’m sure it’s he!”

“May be,” Henry replied skeptically. “He’s too far away to be certain. Sure moved like him, though.”

The horse broke into a gallop, his head held high and mane flying in the wind. Alec watched for a moment, then turned to Henry, who said softly, “It’s him, all right, Alec. No doubt about that.”

Suddenly, far up the valley toward which the black stallion ran, a white horse and rider appeared. Moving swiftly with giant strides, the Black approached them. Alec saw him stop a short distance from the white horse, hesitate, then half rear.

“Wonder what he’s up to,” Henry muttered. “Let’s get goin’.”

Rapidly they walked up the valley, their eyes on the small group far ahead. Then they stopped, as they saw the white horse and rider bolt forward. The Black followed for a short distance, then with a burst of speed passed the white horse.

They were coming swiftly in Alec’s direction, when he saw the rider pull his horse to an abrupt halt. The Black whirled and was on his way back, when suddenly he stopped. Turning, he lifted his nose high in the wind that blew from the south. Tossing his head, he pranced nervously.

“Maybe he’s caught our scent,” Henry told Alec. Then, smiling, he added, “Betcha the white horse is a filly … maybe his girlfriend.”

The Black was looking in their direction. Then he screamed … a long whistle, shrill, loud and clear. He ran a short distance toward them, stopped and reared. Again he came on. Again he stopped and reared. He was close now, only a few hundred yards away, and his black body glistened in the sun.

Suddenly Alec broke from the group and ran toward his horse.

The stallion shook his small, savage head and then trotted up to meet the boy running toward him.

When the rest of the group reached them, Alec had his arm around the long, slender neck of the Black. The stallion’s ears swept back as the others approached.

Henry walked up to him. “Hey,” he said, grasping the long mane, “that’s no way to greet an old friend.” Turning to Alec, he added, “Looks mighty good, Alec … better than I’ve ever seen him.”

The sound of running hoofs made them turn. Coming toward them was the white horse, and their gaze turned to the slim, hatless rider on its back.

“Looks like a kid,” Henry commented.

“Wearing European clothes,” Mr. Volence pointed out.

A few minutes later, the rider slowed his horse down to a walk and came cautiously toward them.

Henry’s eyes were on the horse. It was a pure-blooded Arabian, no doubt about that. Small … not over fourteen hands … but beautifully proportioned. And a filly, as he had guessed. Her neck rose to a crest like the Black’s and she had the same small head, but not the savageness. She walked quietly toward them; devoted to her rider, she had complete confidence in the hands guiding her reins. Henry knew there were few horses like her to be found in the world. He looked at the rider and his eyes narrowed. The figure was slim … yes, like a kid’s … but that of a girl in her late teens!

It was obvious to all of them as horse and rider came to a stop. Her skin was honey-colored; sleek-oiled hair crowned a heart-shaped face, and oblique almond eyes peered curiously at them. She was neither white nor black, neither of the East nor of the West. Her full lips parted and she spoke in Arabic, her voice low and husky.

Raj answered her.

When he had finished, she turned to the others and said softly in English, “Welcome to the home of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak. I am his daughter, Tabari.”

They introduced themselves, and then she turned to Alec, who was rubbing the thin-skinned, pink muzzle of the Black. “It is a great surprise and joy to meet you, Alec Ramsay. My father has told me of you and Shêtân,” she smiled. “We are very grateful.”

“Your father … is he here?” Mr. Volence inquired.

“Yes. Come, and I will take you to him.”

As they walked up the valley, Alec looked longingly at the Black, who kept near him. It would be so easy to mount and ride. He had waited so long for this day. He glanced at Tabari, and found her looking at him. As though knowing what was in his mind, she said, “It is better to wait. My father allows only one man to ride Shêtân.” Smiling, she added, “Perhaps he will make an exception.…”

They reached the band of horses, who raised their heads from their grazing and moved slowly to the south at sight of the Black. Bolting away from Alec, the stallion encircled the horses, his black mane flowing like wind-swept flame.

“These horses …,” Mr. Volence spoke to the girl, “I have never seen any like them.”

“There aren’t any others like them,” she answered softly. “My father and his father before him have spent their lives interbreeding the original Nejdi purebred strain, like my Jôhar”—she stroked the long neck of her horse—“with others which they have sought throughout the Middle East. These horses are the result, and Shêtân is the finest of them all.”

They had almost reached the upper end of the valley when she spoke to Raj. “This chieftain you told me about, the one who brought you here … did he make known his name?”

Raj shook his head.

The girl was silent for a moment, then asked, “He was young, was he not? And riding a chestnut stallion?”

“It was difficult to tell his age,” Raj replied. “Yes, he rode a chestnut stallion.”

No further questions were asked by the girl, and it seemed to Alec that she suddenly withdrew from them. She rode in silence, her eyes on the mountains ahead.

They passed the small white homes, in front of which men and women watched curiously as they walked by. “It is not often that they see strangers,” Tabari explained.

As they approached the home of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, they heard the pounding of hoofs and, turning, saw the Black running toward them. He stopped a short distance away and reared, his forelegs pawing the air. Then he trotted up to Alec.

“Looks as though he’s still your horse, Alec,” Henry said.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak was standing on the steps of his home when they arrived. He wore the white flowing gown of the Bedouin, but his steel-gray head was uncovered. His black eyes swept curiously from one to another until finally they came to rest upon Alec. Slowly a look of amazement appeared on his face.

“Âfferin! Are you Alec Ramsay?” he asked incredulously.

“Sure am, sir,” Alec replied, “and you remember Henry Dailey …” He stopped and his gaze shifted to Mr. Volence. Suddenly he realized how they had all changed, why it had been difficult for Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak to recognize him. Their skin was as black as any Bedouin’s, and their eyes burned deep in dark sockets. Their faces were haggard and drawn. It would have been difficult for even their best friends to have recognized them let alone Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, who had met them only once.

Alec heard Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak say, “Certainly. I remember Henry. I must say that it’s all rather incredible … your being here, I mean … difficult to believe. But come inside … you must be tired. I’ll have hot baths drawn for you.… Later we will talk.”

He led the way into the house. Before following the others, Alec turned to the Black. “See you later, fella.” The stallion snorted and pushed Alec with his head. Then he whirled and ran toward his band.

Later that evening, after they had bathed and changed into clean white gowns provided by Abu Ishak, they told him their story of the trip from Haribwan. Their Bedouin host listened intently, and only when they told him of the young chieftain who had guided them through the mountains did his countenance change, a sullen look falling over his mahogany-colored face and his eyes clouding. He interrupted Mr. Volence, who had been talking, and said slowly, his short white beard jutting out as he spoke, “A difficult time … a very difficult time. You are fortunate to be here. But now let us eat, as you must be very hungry.”

They entered a large chamber in the center of which was a long rectangular table laden with food and great varieties of fruit in silver vessels studded with gems. Three Bedouin servants glided silently around the room, their footsteps making no sounds on the thick, luxurious rugs.

During dinner, Alec heard Mr. Volence say to their host, “As we came through the valley today, we saw your horses. Never have I seen any to equal them. Thoroughbred-breeding is my business,” he explained.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak smiled. “It is the life of the Bedouin,” he said quietly. “The horses you saw today are the result of generations of breeding. There are none finer in the world.”

Mr. Volence was silent for a few minutes. Then he said, “The black stallion … your Shêtân. Would you sell him? I’m willing to pay almost anything you ask.”

Without looking at Mr. Volence, Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak replied, “He is not for sale.” His black eyes lifted and met those of Mr. Volence. “He is above the price of money.”

“And the others,” Mr. Volence asked, “would you sell any of them?”

After a few seconds of silence, Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak answered, “We are very proud and jealous of our horses, Mr. Volence. In the desert there may be a shortage of food, of water, and our children may cry from thirst and hunger; but we give our horse the last drop of water, the last morsel of food.” He paused, then continued, “We do not sell our horses. Their blood is pure and free from admixture, except in instances where we think that our line will be improved by careful interbreeding with other strains. Such as I have done,” he added, “and my father, and his father before him.”

“Yet,” Mr. Volence interrupted, “the blood of Arabians flows in many of our horses, including some of mine. I have seen several Arabians back home and in England. If, as you say, you and your people do not sell your horses, where did they come from?”

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak straightened in his chair and shrugged his shoulders. “I think, in fact I am certain, Mr. Volence, that you have seen only one Arabian of purest blood, and that was Jôhar, the white one my daughter, Tabari, was riding today. There are few others like her in Arabia, and certainly none in any foreign country.”

They finished dinner in silence.

Alec walked beside Tabari as they left the large chamber. Behind him he heard Mr. Volence say quietly to Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, “I apologize for anything I have said which may have offended you. It was only because I am so very much interested in improving the bloodline of the American thoroughbred that I wanted to buy your horses. I understand now why you won’t sell.…”

Tabari led Alec out the door onto the porch. Moonlight illuminated the valley, and Alec could see the horses as they moved slowly in their grazing. The sound of voices and music drifted toward them from the homes of the Bedouins.

Tabari’s slim body was covered with a single garment of pale-pink silk. Leaning against one of the white stone pillars, she turned her head and said, “Do not let my father’s words discourage you. He is a kind and generous man.”

“You mean … you think he’ll sell some of his horses to Mr. Volence?” Alec inquired anxiously.

“No. You see, he meant it when he said our people do not sell their horses.” Noticing the depressed look which clouded Alec’s face, she smiled and added, “He may give them to you, though. My father is like that.” She paused and then said in a lower key, which was barely audible, “So much depends upon Shêtân …”

“Shêtân … the Black? Why?” Alec asked.

She did not answer him immediately. Then, “It is a strange story, but one that you have a right to know, as you have played a part in it.”

“I?” interrupted Alec. “I … I played a part in it?”

Tabari nodded, then continued. “But I will start at the beginning. More than one hundred years ago my great-great-grandfather bred a horse which he thought the finest in Arabia, and he made his claim known far and wide. Many chieftains accepted his challenge and a race was run.”

“Did he win?” Alec broke in impatiently.

“Yes, he won. And fifteen of the finest horses from each of the tribes entering the race were given to him, for they had agreed upon such stakes before the race. Since that day similar races have taken place every five years; the years in between are spent by the chieftains in breeding the finest possible horses.

“The years passed and the races continued. My great-grandfather bred horses for the express purpose of winning these races after his father died. My father’s father carried on, and now my father. When he dies, my brother, who is now studying in England, and I will continue.”

“Has your family won all of these races throughout the years?” Alec asked.

“No, but we won most of them until twenty years ago, when my father’s great bay, Tigris, was beaten by the horse of Abd-al-Rahman. And his horses have also won the two races which have been run since that time.”

Tabari raised her eyes to Alec, looked at him questioningly for a minute, then continued. “Perhaps it is best that I tell you more concerning Abd-al-Rahman … and his son, the young Bedouin chieftain who guided you through the mountains, and who bears his name.”

“Then the chestnut stallion he was riding,” Alec interrupted, “will be in the race?”

The girl nodded.

Alec’s head whirled. What a race that would be! Just wait until he told Henry. Never would there be one to equal it. Tabari’s voice penetrated his thoughts and he turned to her again.

“Perhaps you noticed how my father did not encourage you to talk about him. The feeling is bitter between them … at times so bitter that much blood has been shed. It is not because my father has lost to Abd-al-Rahman’s horses,” she hastened to assure him, “but because of Abd-al-Rahman’s intense hatred of my father.”

“But why should he hate a kind man like your father?” Alec asked.

Tabari’s voice was low and unsteady when she answered. “Twenty years ago his father and mine were the best of friends. They and their tribesmen rode together both in the mountains and in the desert, providing good grazing land and helping those in need who could not provide for themselves. Then one day soon after Abd-al-Rahman’s second son was born, he set out on a pilgrimage across the desert to Mecca. With him he took his wife and newborn babe. My father advised him against it, for tribal wars were many at that time, and even a well-known and powerful sheikh such as Abd-al-Rahman was in danger. He would not listen for he was proud of his sword, his men, his horses. Abd-al-Rahman departed, taking with him his best and most loyal men, and leaving behind his two-year-old son.”

Tabari stopped and was silent for such a length of time that Alec thought she had finished her story. He was about to speak, when without looking at him, she said, “They were never seen alive again. The bodies of Abd-al-Rahman and his wife and men were found in the desert, rotted by the sun. Only the body of the newborn babe was not there.”

The girl’s voice faltered as she continued. “In the heart of Abd-al-Rahman they found my father’s knife … and they brought it back to the young son of Abd-al-Rahman, who bore his name. And it was that upon which he was weaned until hatred for my father coursed through every vein in his body. As he grew older and became strong in mind and body, the red blood of hate surged until very often it took with it the blood of my people.

“When young Abd-al-Rahman was old enough to understand, my father attempted to explain to him that he would not kill his best friend. Failing, he withdrew and when members of our tribe were killed by those of young Abd-al-Rahman, he knew only one law … that which reads: Blood calls for Blood!”

Tabari raised her oblique eyes until they met those of Alec. “The blood feud between our families will continue until one of us is no more.”

Alec was silent when she had finished. His gaze swept over the moonlit valley to the mountains beyond. That, then, explained why the men of Abd-al-Rahman had proceeded with such caution when they neared the valley of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak … why they had unslung their guns, riding with them across their thighs. He turned back to the girl. “The race,” he said quietly, “isn’t very important when you’re at war, is it?”

“But it is,” she replied huskily, “for to the Arab the horse is responsible for the success of his raids. To lose these races is to lose horses, which in turn weakens a tribe. Through the years my family has become strong and powerful by winning races and acquiring the horses of other tribes. Now Abd-al-Rahman grows powerful, for in winning the last three races he has taken many of my father’s best horses. If he wins this year, his tribe will be more powerful than ever before, and it is the feeling of my father that with his new strength he will seek the revenge that has long enveloped his heart.”

Tabari moved from the pillar against which she had been leaning, and turned her back to Alec. “You can understand now why so much depends upon Shêtân’s winning this race. When he was stolen my father suspected Abd-al-Rahman and descended upon him with his strongest and bravest men. Much blood would have been shed had not word reached my father before he arrived at the domain of Abd-al-Rahman that Bedouins leading a horse of Shêtân’s description had been seen crossing the desert to the west. My father followed, and when he and his men arrived at a port on the Red Sea, they learned that Shêtân—they knew it was he by that time—had been taken on the freighter Drake, which later sank off the coast of Spain. He returned knowing full well that his one chance of beating Abd-al-Rahman’s chestnut stallion, Sagr, was gone with the death of Shêtân.” She paused. “Months later, through my brother in England, my father learned of you and your horse.” She turned and looked at Alec. “You know the rest.”

“When will the race take place?” Alec asked.

“In three weeks,” Tabari replied, “the first day of the new moon.”

They stood in silence for a while. Then finally she smiled and said, “I have talked long and it is late.” Slowly they made their way back into the house.

Before he went to bed that night, Alec found the others and related to them what Tabari had told him.
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That next morning Alec was awakened by a soft knock on the door. One of Abu Ishak’s servants walked in and moved silently across the room. As he passed the foot of Alec’s bed he turned and smiled, then proceeded to the large windows, where he pulled the long drapes wide open, allowing the early morning sun to flood the room.

He left and a moment later returned with a large tray bearing fruit, which he placed in front of Alec. He retired near the door and stood there in silence.

Luxuriously, Alec stretched in bed and ate.

He thought of Tabari and the story she had told him. He thought of the beauty of Abd-al-Rahman’s chestnut stallion, and wondered if Sagr could match the heart and speed of the Black. It would be a race to see! Alec sobered … if only the stakes weren’t so high. For if Tabari was right, the defeat of the Black would mean much bloodshed. His thoughts turned to Abd-al-Rahman and once more he saw the tall, big-boned Bedouin with the great black beard. Why couldn’t he see that Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak couldn’t have murdered his best friend and his wife and newborn child? Still, there was the knife, and Abd-al-Rahman was young and impetuous. He sought revenge.

Alec’s thoughts turned to the gold medallion and the bird that they thought to be the Phoenix. Where did that come in? And was it, by any chance, upon Abd-al-Rahman’s orders that the Black had been stolen in order to keep him out of the race, to make certain that Sagr would win? And failing, and knowing that Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak was on his way to the United States to bring back Shêtân, did Abd-al-Rahman or one of his men reach the States first and attempt to kill the Black?

They were not pleasant thoughts. He could not think of Abd-al-Rahman as resorting to such treachery. Yet, this was a strange land, and he had much to learn.

As he dressed, his thoughts turned to Tabari and what Henry had told him last night before they had gone to bed. Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak had met his wife in the Far East, he had informed Henry and Mr. Volence, and had brought her back with him to the Kharj. She had died three years later after the birth of her second child, Tabari. Abu Ishak had sent both of his children to England to receive their education, but Tabari, unhappy away from her father and her home, had returned after five years. That accounted, anyway, for her well-spoken English.

The others, including Abu Ishak, were waiting for Alec when he arrived downstairs.

“Come,” their host said, “we have horses waiting.”

Alec fell in beside Henry. “What’s it all about?” he asked. “Where are we going?”

“Abu told us this morning about the comin’ race, but didn’t go into all the details,” Henry whispered. “Now we’re gonna watch a workout. He thought we’d be interested.”

Outside, Bedouins held the horses. Tabari mounted Jôhar, while the filly danced nervously. Then the others mounted and they rode away from the house. Alec pressed his legs around the girth of the dark bay he was riding. It felt good to be back in a saddle. He patted the neck of his horse and let him play with the bit.

Henry rode beside him on a large gray, who shied away from the bay. “Great life, isn’t it!” Henry grinned.

They were nearing the grazing band when Alec asked, “Who’s riding the Black, Henry?”

“One of Abu’s men. Don’t know his name.” Henry chuckled. “Abu had quite a time, he tells us. After he returned with the Black, he found that none of his riders could manage him. He was in a spot, all right, until one day about a month ago a lone Bedouin arrived in the valley, seeking to become a member of Abu Ishak’s clan. Y’know, Alec, Abu tells us that all members of a clan consider themselves of one blood. Kinship is taken care of by suckin’ a few drops of another’s blood. Mighty interestin’, isn’t it?” Then without waiting for Alec’s reply, he continued, “Anyway, Abu put this new guy on somethin’ like a probation period before they let him join up. He turned out to be okay, according to Abu, and also one of the best riders he’d ever seen. Abu put him on the Black one day and sure enough, after a tough fight, which I for one would like to have seen, he gets the Black under control. Abu was plenty relieved ’cause he sure was worried about not having anybody to ride the Black.” Henry paused. “I’m lookin’ forward to seein’ this guy, Alec … didn’t think it was possible for anybody to ride the Black but you.”

As they neared the grazing band they saw a small group of mounted Bedouins. Suddenly in the center of the group the Black reared, his forelegs pawing the air. The men pulled him down and moved in close.

When Alec and the others arrived, they had the stallion saddled. A white-robed figure with his back to Alec moved quickly from the back of his own horse into the saddle. The Black reared again and the men broke and turned their horses away.

Skillfully, the Black’s rider brought him down. The stallion reared again and for a moment Alec thought he would go straight over backwards, crushing the man in the saddle. Moving his body forward, the Bedouin buried his heels in the Black’s sides. The stallion bolted forward and with ever increasing strides swept over the ground, his powerful quarters rising and falling.

They watched as the giant horse with pounding hoofs raced around the edge of the valley, the ground slipping away in waves beneath him. The Bedouin, like a small burr, was lost in the flowing black mane. As they neared the group of bystanders once more, Alec saw a whip raised in the Bedouin’s hand, and he bit his lip until the blood flowed freely. There was no reason to hit the Black! No need for a whip! The hard leather fell on the giant body. The stallion sprang forward as though unleashed from a spring. As they raced past, Alec saw the whip fall again. Angrily, he turned to Henry. “He’s using a crop,” he said and his words were clipped. “The fool!”

Henry looked at Abu Ishak, who was standing beside him. “He’ll break your Shêtân if he continues to use a whip,” he said.

Abu Ishak’s voice, when he answered, was cold and unwavering. “I’ve never seen him use a crop before … and he won’t do it again, I assure you.” His eyes never left the racing horse.

Horse and rider circled the valley once more, and then the Bedouin gradually slowed down the Black. Fighting for his head, the stallion moved effortlessly toward them, his hot black body glistening in the sun.

Abu Ishak signaled his men as the Black neared them, and they moved out to meet the stallion. The rider dismounted and a blanket was thrown over the horse, who shook his savage head furiously.

Henry mumbled to Alec, “That guy can stick on a horse, but he’ll never get the best outa the Black … ’cause he’ll fight him every inch of the way until his spirit is broken.”

Alec did not answer.

Noticing the smoldering look in Alec’s eyes, Henry said, “Take it easy, kid. Leave it to Abu, he’ll do something about it. He’s talking to him now.”

They watched as Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak called his rider to one side and spoke to him in Arabic. His voice was raised in anger. The sullen dark face of the Bedouin rider was turned up to Abu Ishak, as the tall sheikh towered above him. When Shêtân’s owner had finished speaking, the rider nodded and turned away.

They were on their way back across the valley when Tabari rode up beside Alec. “If you would like,” she said, “we can go for a short ride.”

Alec nodded. It would do him good to ride for a while.

They broke away from the others, Tabari leading the way. Cantering, they rode to the south end of the valley, and then Tabari turned up a small trail that led through the mountains.

They rode in silence while their horses followed the path which wound its way up to the summit. Suddenly Alec realized that the surroundings were familiar and that they were not far from the narrow chasm through which he and his friends had entered the valley.

Noticing Alec’s close scrutiny of the terrain, Tabari smiled and said, “It is safe so long as we do not leave the valley.”

They stopped to rest when they reached a clearing. Stretched out below they could see the small figures of the grazing horses and the white buildings to the north.

They had been there only a few minutes when suddenly the horses moved uneasily, their heads raised and ears cocked. Tabari’s Jôhar neighed softly. Then they heard the ring of hoofs against stone. Turning, they saw Abd-al-Rahman on the path above, riding his chestnut stallion, Sagr.

Tabari straightened in her saddle, but did not move.

Abd-al-Rahman rode up to them, nodded to Alec, and then spoke to Tabari in Arabic, his voice soft, his brown eyes keen and appraising.

As Alec watched them, he marveled at the courage of this young chieftain who had dared to enter the domain of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak alone. And why? To watch the Black’s workout? Perhaps. Or was there some other reason? Tabari had told him she hadn’t seen Abd-al-Rahman since the last race … five years ago.

The young chieftain laughed and placed a brown hand upon the pommel of Jôhar’s saddle. Tabari raised her voice angrily, and her lips trembled.

Alec moved between them. He didn’t know what he could do, but he couldn’t just stand by. Tabari turned to him.

“He has threatened to ride off with me,” she said angrily. “He … does not think I have the ability to choose for myself!”

She swept the hand of the young chieftain off her saddle.

Alec was astonished at the wildness and courage of the girl, who was so small that in talking to Abd-al-Rahman she had to throw her head backwards. She was untamed, uncurbed by restraint … like Jôhar, the purebred she rode.

He looked at Abd-al-Rahman. His smooth face was boyish and gentle beneath the flowing black beard. It was difficult to believe that this man was responsible for the shedding of blood in the past … that he was the man the family and clan of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak feared.

Tabari took up Jôhar’s reins, and the sheikh made no move to stop her. His eyes laughed into her angry ones. Her voice rose to a higher and angrier pitch. Then, to Alec’s amazement, she suddenly burst into tears, turned Jôhar so quickly that the horse almost fell, and fled.

Alec followed, deep in thought.
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That night Alec found it difficult to sleep. His mind, active and alert, turned to the coming race, Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, Tabari, and Abd-al-Rahman. Then there was the small Bedouin who was to ride the Black in his race against Abd-al-Rahman’s chestnut stallion, Sagr. He was a skilled rider, but he would not get the best out of the Black … and every bit of speed the great stallion had would be necessary to beat Sagr.

Rolling over on his back, Alec’s gaze swept to the windows. Through the heavy drapes he could see the moonlight filtering inside. He closed his eyes and finally slept.

Hours later he suddenly awakened and sat upright in bed. A hand swept across his sleep-laden eyes. Had it been a dream, or had he actually heard the Black scream? Quickly he jumped out of bed and walked to the window. Pulling the drapes to one side, he looked up the valley. All was quiet, and a dull gray in the east marked the coming of dawn. He went back, but sleep would not come.

A shrill whistle pierced the night air. The Black!

Alec ran to the window. To the others, if they had heard, it was only the scream of a wild stallion. But to Alec, the high-pitched whistle meant danger … danger to the Black. He had heard it before.

In the gray light he could see the horses bunched together up the valley. They moved slowly at first, then faster into a gallop. Breaking away from them was the giant form of the Black. As Alec’s eyes became accustomed to the light, he made out a figure on the back of the stallion. The Black ran in spurts, stopping, whirling, vainly attempting to unseat his rider.

Pulling on his clothes quickly, Alec hurried downstairs. He stopped when he reached Abu Ishak’s bedroom and pounded on the door. It was opened a moment later by the tall sheikh.

“The Black … Shêtân … I saw someone riding him!”

Sleep vanished from Abu Ishak’s black eyes as he looked into Alec’s taut face. “Go to the stables.… Awaken my men there.… Bring horses. I’ll meet you in front.”

The valley was quiet when Alec left the house and ran toward the stables. As far as he could see, there was no sign of the Black.

When he returned with the horses and sleepy Bedouins, Abu Ishak was waiting for them. He mounted and they rode swiftly toward the grazing band.

The horses moved nervously as the riders approached them, then broke into a gallop. The Bedouins headed them off and they thundered past Alec and Abu Ishak.

Abu’s eyes shifted to Alec. The Black was not among them.

“In which direction, Alec?” Abu Ishak asked, and his voice was as cold as the steel dagger he bore on his belt.

“He was more to the west when I saw him …”

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak shouted to his men, and then they rode. When they had gone a short distance, Abu stopped his horse and dismounted. Closely he scrutinized the ground, then mounted again. Alec and the others followed as the sheikh led them down the valley. They turned up the path which Alec recognized as the one he and Tabari had taken the day before … the one that led to the narrow chasm, which in turn led to the outer world.

They climbed rapidly, pushing their horses to keep up with Abu Ishak. Finally they reached the clearing and came to a halt. Abu sat straight in his saddle; his keen eyes moved from the chasm above across the surrounding terrain.

Suddenly he kicked his horse forward and headed up the trail. He made an abrupt turn as they neared the chasm, came to a stop, and dismounted. When Alec arrived, he saw him bending over the body of a white-robed figure. As Abu stepped to one side, Alec saw the large bloodstain between the shoulder blades.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak looked up at him, and spoke in a grim, clipped voice. “The sentry whose nightly post this was … is dead.” His voice rose. “Before Allah, this time it is the end!” He leaped into his saddle without using the stirrup, and pulled his gray into a rear. Up and down it plunged, as Abu swore and roared angrily at his men, who turned and rode swiftly down the trail. Abu Ishak turned to Alec. “Come,” he said curtly, “we go back.”

They rode in silence, and when they reached Abu Ishak’s home the sun had risen above the mountains to the east. Abu dismounted and without a word to Alec entered the house.

Alec remained in his saddle. The Black was gone … stolen again. What would Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak do this time? The sentry was dead. Blood had been shed … and blood called for blood. The law of the desert. Abd-al-Rahman in the valley the day before … had he returned?

A Bedouin ran past him and entered the house. There was a tenseness in the air, and suddenly a drum boomed, its rhythmic beats echoing throughout the valley. Horses were being saddled in the stables, and from the homes white-robed figures appeared carrying saddles and guns. The pounding of hoofs attracted Alec’s attention to the valley. The horses were being driven in by swift-riding Bedouins.

The men of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak were preparing for battle!

Alec sat still in his saddle, listening to the incessant beating of the drum, which seemed to say over and over … “Blood for Blood.… Blood for Blood.”

Swiftly the men of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak gathered a short distance from the house. Their women brought ammunition and food to them. Guns were fired to clear them. Horses neighed and tramped restlessly. They were assembled and ready to follow their sheikh.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak appeared on the porch; behind him were Tabari and the others. He raised his hand for silence, then spoke to them. Finishing, he turned to Tabari and together they walked toward his gray.

Alec was suddenly aware of Raj beside him. “Does this mean war with Abd-al-Rahman?” Alec asked grimly.

To Alec’s surprise his friend shook his head. “No, not necessarily, although Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak has told his men that the trail may lead to Abd-al-Rahman, and they go prepared. It is one of their own clan that they seek, their blood brother who was to ride the Black in the race, for it is he who is missing, and he who has stolen Shêtân and killed his brother.”

“So it was he,” Alec muttered. The man had become affiliated with the clan of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak for this sole purpose, Alec was certain. But why? Certainly he did not think he could cross the desert and sell the Black before Abu Ishak and his men found him. The most obvious answer was that he was in the employ of Abd-al-Rahman, who had good reason to do away with the Black. Alec clasped the gold chain and medallion which were deep in the pocket of his white gown. Perhaps it was Abd-al-Rahman or one of his men who had attempted to kill the Black back home. Perhaps the boyish face and kind eyes of Abd-al-Rahman belied the savage and ruthless heart that beat within his giant frame. Perhaps it was his nature to be brutal when there was a chance that he and his horse might be beaten.

Alec turned in his saddle and saw that Abu Ishak and his men were ready to leave. His gaze shifted to Henry and Mr. Volence standing on the porch, then back to Abu.

“You go with them?” Raj asked in a soft, tense voice.

Alec, deep in thought, did not hear Raj’s question.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak raised his hand and drove his spurs into his gray stallion. His men followed behind him, and riding in no particular formation, they swept down the valley.

Alec drew the reins hard against the neck of his horse and set out after them without a backward glance. Yes, he knew what he was doing, he told himself … knew also what he might be getting into. But his horse had been stolen; and he had to join the others in their search for him. He couldn’t sit back and wait … again. He could help, in some way. The backs of the white-robed figures in front rose and fell with the hindquarters of their horses. Because of his clothing, they wouldn’t know he was not one of them until it was too late to send him back.

He followed as the Bedouins, forming a single line, rode up the path that led to the chasm in the mountains above. He turned in his saddle at the sound of a running horse to his rear. Another Bedouin! As he drew closer, Alec saw that it was Raj. The young Bedouin raised his hand, and fell in behind Alec. “I go with you,” he said.

They had to push their horses to catch up with the riders ahead. Soon they reached the clearing where they had found the dead sentry. Then they went on to the chasm and filed through it until they had reached the outer ravine. The men rode more slowly now, their guns unslung and placed across their thighs.

At times they would stop while Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak and his men inspected the ground. Then, after a few minutes, they would advance again, very often changing the direction of their march. The men rode easily, and still in no particular formation.

That night they camped thirty miles away from the valley of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak.

Alec and Raj unsaddled their horses a short distance away from the others, and stretched out on the ground. “Perhaps it is best that we make ourselves known,” Raj suggested softly. “We cannot go much farther without food.”

Alec nodded, and his gaze turned toward Abu Ishak. The sheikh was moving among his men. Each handed him his gun, and Abu Ishak would check the sights and then give it back to the owner. As he neared them, Alec said, “Here he comes, Raj, whether we like it or not.”

The stern expression on Abu Ishak’s face did not change when he saw and recognized them. He showed no surprise, and his voice was calm. “Why did you come?” he asked.

“To help you find Shêtân,” Alec replied, his eyes unwavering as they met those of the sheikh.

“Âfferin! So the little cock crows. He grows spurs. He is going to help Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak and his men. Listen, my young friend, this is no peaceful country we ride through so cautiously. It is a land forbidden to men of all races, all colors.” A thin smile flickered on his lips and his eyes lost much of their sternness as he added, “But yes, I like your crowing. It is a good sign. I would send you back here and now, but then I would have to send one of my men with you, and Allah knows that I cannot do that for I may need every man.” He paused. “It is best that you come with us. You will learn much of war and the ways of men beyond the desert.”

For two more days they moved easily, and on the third the formation changed. The Bedouins formed a single line and rode from ten to fifteen yards behind one another. As Raj dropped behind Alec, he said, “I was told last night that we have lost the spoor of Shêtân. We near the kingdom of Abd-al-Rahman, and the men are certain that it is there Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak will go in search of his horse. If there is opposition on the part of Abd-al-Rahman, it may mean war, Alec.” Raj’s face was grave as he finished.

They rode on. The Bedouins had one hand placed upon their long guns, for Abu Ishak had passed the word back to be on the alert. As they went forward at a faster pace, a thousand thoughts occupied Alec’s mind. He was going to war. The thought frightened him, but there was no turning back. That he would have to take an actual part in the battle had not entered his mind when he had set out with the Bedouins. He and Raj were unarmed, and no match for the hardened warriors of Abd-al-Rahman.

Finally they reached a plain and rode straight across it, still in the same formation. The Bedouins spurred their horses into a gallop and the ground shook from the thundering hoofs. It was early afternoon when Alec saw a large mass of rock ahead. Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak raised his hand and his men slowed their horses. They moved cautiously forward, and Alec realized that before them was the stronghold of Abd-al-Rahman!

It was clearly visible now. The reddish rock rose in sheer cliffs above the plain, making the stronghold, it seemed to Alec, practically impregnable. Certainly the men of Abd-al-Rahman, firing from the top of the cliffs, could withstand an army many times the size of theirs.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak brought his men to a halt about a quarter of a mile away from the rocks. He raised his rifle and fired three times. Then he sat back in his saddle and waited with the others, their keen eyes upon the stronghold ahead.

Not long after, a horseman appeared, followed by three others. They rode cautiously toward Abu Ishak and his men.

As they approached, Alec made out the flowing black beard of Abd-al-Rahman. He rode straight in his saddle, his gun unslung and held in one hand. Sagr’s pale golden mane and tail whipped in the breeze that blew across the plain. Abd-al-Rahman stopped when he was a short distance from them, and Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak rode forth to meet him.

Alec saw the two sheikhs raise their hands in salute, then Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak spoke. Raj, standing near Alec, whispered, “He is explaining why we have come. His words are strong.”

Alec’s gaze shifted to the mounted Bedouin to the right and just behind Abd-al-Rahman. There had been something familiar about him. He moved closer to get a better view and Raj followed.

The Bedouin sat back in his saddle. He carried no gun and, unlike the others, held the reins in his right hand. Alec looked for the man’s left arm, and could find none! Quickly his eyes swept to the Bedouin’s face. It was difficult to make out his features under the low head shawl. Alec moved still closer.

He stopped. He could not be mistaken. The Bedouin behind Abd-al-Rahman was Ibn al Khaldun! Sweat was pouring down the fatty crevices of his face as he stared into the sun. His lips were pulled back, disclosing the toothless gums, as he listened to the words of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak.

Alec moved cautiously back to the others. He hoped Ibn al Khaldun had not recognized him. Ibn al Khaldun here, one of the clan of Abd-al-Rahman! Ibn al Khaldun on the plane, leaving the States not long after the attack on the Black! The medallion, which he wore around his neck, the same as the one found in the barn after the attack on the Black! Everything tied together.

Raj touched him on the shoulder. “They have finished,” he said.

Sagr reared as Abd-al-Rahman’s long limbs squeezed about his girth. The young Bedouin chief touched his neck with the rein. Sagr whirled, and without a backward glance Abd-al-Rahman rode toward his stronghold, followed by his men.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak watched them for a minute, then turned back to his men, his face stern and cold.

“Abd-al-Rahman,” Raj explained to Alec, “claims to know nothing of the disappearance of Shêtân. Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak does not believe him and he told him so in words that were as sharp as the point of his dagger. If Shêtân is not returned by the time the sun rises above the mountains tomorrow morning he will attack the stronghold of Abd-al-Rahman.” Raj’s eyes turned to the mass of rocks piled high on top of one another. “Much blood will be shed, Alec, if the sun rises without Shêtân’s being returned.”

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak spoke to his men, and when he had finished they dismounted and made camp. The tall sheikh then walked up to Alec and Raj. “It is best that you go now,” he said. “You will be taken to the mountains to the south end of the plains, and there you will wait until we have finished.” Without further word he turned to leave.

Alec stopped him and proceeded to tell him about Ibn al Khaldun: how they had traveled with him in the plane from the States, and of the gold medallion which he wore around his neck.

“It is as I thought,” Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak said. “The arms of Abd-al-Rahman are long.”

He left then, and a few minutes later a Bedouin rode up and motioned Alec and Raj to mount. As they rode past the men, Alec could not help being surprised at their calmness. The coming battle seemed no great adventure to them. The horses, unsaddled, had been watered and were grazing. The Bedouins seemed content with the world; they sat on the ground, smoking, talking. Some even slept, their head shawls pulled down over their faces to shade them from the scorching sun. Only Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak moved among them, once more checking their guns, their ammunition, and his head did not turn toward Alec and Raj as they passed.

Alec stared at the rocks behind him. How many men did Abd-al-Rahman have in his stronghold? Would they come forth to battle on the plain or would Abu Ishak’s men have to scale the cliffs? Many of the men who now were stretched contentedly on the ground would probably be dead before the sun set the following day. Didn’t that matter to them? Were they so hardened that they never even gave it a thought? His gaze shifted back to the horses as they moved slowly in their grazing, their long, slender necks bent to the ground. Centuries had been spent in their careful breeding, yet many of them, too, would be dead the following day. Abu Ishak had bred them for war or racing … and war had come first.
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Riding swiftly behind the Bedouin, who seemed anxious to return to the others, they reached the mountains to the south in an hour. There the guide left them.

Alone, Raj and Alec looked at each other, their faces grave.

“Guess all we can do now is wait,” Alec said.

“Ê … yes,” Raj replied, then added, “If we were to ascend the mountain a short way, we should be able to see them.”

Alec nodded, and moved his horse. A short while later they arrived at a small overhanging plateau, where they stopped and dismounted. In the distance they could make out Abu Ishak’s men, and still farther ahead the stronghold of Abd-al-Rahman. They waited in silence, both thinking of the battle that would be held the following morning.

The sun was still high in the heavens when Alec felt Raj’s hand on his arm. He rose to his feet and shielded his eyes from the rays of the sun. “Look to the west of the rocks, Alec, to the side away from the men of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak. Is that not a figure on horseback emerging from the stronghold of Abd-al-Rahman?”

Alec stood beside his friend and looked in the direction in which he was pointing. It was several minutes before he could see anything in the glare of the sun, then his eyes made out the moving figure. “Yes, Raj,” he said, “I see him now.”

They watched as the horseman made his way to the western edge of the plain, then turned to the south. “He’s coming this way,” Alec muttered.

“He goes around the men of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak,” Raj said. “They cannot see him for he is farther away than their eyes can observe.”

Alec nodded.

An hour passed, and without changing direction, keeping close to the western mountain range, the horseman came down the plain.

“He does not ride like Abd-al-Rahman. It is not he,” Raj said.

“No. Nor is it Sagr, for this horse is black,” mused Alec.

The horseman was less than a quarter of a mile away. He was pushing his horse hard. Suddenly he left the cover of the mountains and headed straight in their direction.

“It is as though he makes for the trail below,” Raj said. “It is best that we hide.”

Alec said nothing. His eyes watched the hard-riding figure. He was getting close now. The reins! They were held in the rider’s right hand! A left hand? Alec could see none. His fists clenched until white showed beneath his deeply tanned skin. “Raj!” he shouted. “It’s Ibn al Khaldun!”

“He turns toward the path,” Raj said. “Come, we must hide or he will see us.”

Quickly they led their horses away from the trail and into the dense brush. There they waited. “He will not be able to see us here,” Raj said.

Tossing their leads, the horses moved uneasily; ears pricked quickly forward. “We must keep them quiet,” Alec warned, rubbing the soft muzzle of his horse.

The ringing sound of hoofs against stone came closer. Peering out of the brush, Alec and Raj saw the bobbing head of the horse, his eyes prominent in his head and white lather standing out against his black neck. Ibn al Khaldun sat heavily on his back, his broad shoulders hunched forward.

He reached the level plateau, and without resting, drove his horse onto the trail above.

Alec and Raj waited in silence until the sound of hoofs could be heard no more. “He’s up to something,” Alec said. “Wonder what it is?”

Raj shrugged his shoulders. “It is not good, Alec, for he rides hard.”

Alec fumbled with the reins, then said, “Raj, let’s follow him. We have time, and I have a feeling …”

“Ê … yes, but we must be careful, Alec. He is a treacherous man from all you have told me of him.”

Without another word they mounted and started up the trail, Raj leading the way. They rode cautiously without pushing their horses. When they reached the summit, Raj stopped and dismounted. Closely he inspected the terrain, then mounted again. He beckoned Alec to follow and turned off the trail. They rode down a small ravine for over an hour, then Raj turned up a well worn path that led up the side of a steep cliff. They slowed their horses to a walk. Turning in his saddle, Raj said, “I do not think he is far ahead now, make note of the worn trail. Many horses have traveled on it.”

A short while later the trail narrowed as it wound its way among overhanging rocks. Then as they turned a bend the trail widened and led into a long canyon. Raj stopped and dismounted. “It is best that I go ahead by foot,” he said. “Wait.”

A short time later he returned. The muscles in his face were taut as he said, “Ahead is a village and many men, Alec. I did not see Ibn al Khaldun, but that he is there, I am certain. Let us hide our horses and go by foot through the rocks. We can get very close and still remain unobserved.”

Under the protection of the large rocks they made their way slowly up the canyon. Alec, following the slouched figure of his friend, wondered about the men hidden away in this isolated canyon. Where did they fit into the picture? Were they Abd-al-Rahman’s men? Had Ibn al Khaldun come here to tell them of the impending battle? If so, Alec knew that it would be likely that they would attack from the rear the following day.

They were near the floor of the canyon, and Alec, afraid that they would be discovered, whispered, “Let’s go higher, Raj, we’re too close.”

The Bedouin youth shook his head. “We will not be observed, Alec. The village is concealed in a hollow and under the large cliff ahead. We can be almost in it without being seen.”

A few minutes later they clambered up the cleft of a large rock. “You can see it now, Alec, but be careful as we are only a few feet away from them.”

Cautiously, Alec peered through the fissure in the rock. The village consisted of only one long, straggly street of dirty huts. Men, unclean and scarred, stood in small groups; some shouted in high-pitched quarrelsome voices, their hands heavy on the butts of their guns; still others, unmindful of it all, ate hungrily, using daggers for knives. A large corral was behind the hut nearest Alec and Raj, and the horses in it were lean and unkempt with long manes and tails.

There was an air of evil throughout the valley. Alec knew that these were men of whom he had heard from Mr. Coggins, from Raj. They were deserters, runaways … men who had been cast out from their tribes, and who had been fortunate to escape with their heads. What were they doing here? Certainly even Abd-al-Rahman would not sink so low as to harbor such a clan. Or would he?

A figure walked out of the hut in front of the corral. “Raj! There’s Ibn al Khaldun!” Alec whispered.

With mincing steps, which carried his heavy body amazingly fast over the ground, he came toward them. The men standing about looked at him sullenly and lowered their voices. Ibn al Khaldun did not appear to notice, nor did he deviate from his direction which took him past them. He stopped a short distance away from the rock behind which Alec and Raj were hiding. As though undecided as to his next move he stood there. Then, removing a silk handkerchief from the pocket of his robe, he rubbed it across his perspiring face.

Alec moved uneasily in his crouched position. Had he seen them?

Ibn al Khaldun suddenly turned toward his men and in a loud, harsh voice called one of them. There was a movement in a small group and a Bedouin of slight frame rose from his seat on the ground, scraped his dish clean of food with his dagger, and brought it to his mouth. Swallowing, he threw the dish down, wiped the dagger on his grimy robe, and walked forward.

Alec grasped Raj by the shoulder. For the Bedouin walking toward Ibn al Khaldun was the man who had stolen the Black and killed the sentry … the man for whom Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak and his warriors were searching! Alec’s heart pounded madly. If he was here, then the Black was here! His gaze shifted quickly to the corral, but there was no sign of the stallion. Ibn al Khaldun! Perhaps he had already done away with the Black! Still, he’d only just arrived.… He hadn’t had much time.

The sound of Ibn al Khaldun’s voice raised high in anger attracted Alec’s attention to the swarthy Bedouin. The deserter from the tribe of Abu Ishak was cringing in front of him.

Ibn al Khaldun suddenly reached down and with his one hand grabbed the slim Bedouin by the neck. He pulled him off his feet, and in a single movement tore a chain from his neck, and threw him backwards to the ground.

Then he stood over him, the chain dangling from his fat hand.

Alec’s throat tightened, for hanging on the gold chain was a medallion … the medallion!

As Ibn al Khaldun spoke to the Bedouin at his feet, the others slunk forward, only evil and viciousness written on their countenances.

“Raj,” Alec whispered, “tell me what he says.”

His friend nodded and spoke softly, his eyes upon the moving lips of Ibn al Khaldun. “He says the Bedouin rider has not obeyed his orders, and for that he must die. He was to have stayed in the valley of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak until the race was run. He was to have held Shêtân back so the chestnut stallion, Sagr, could easily have won.”

The slim Bedouin, his pupils dilated with fear, grabbed Ibn al Khaldun’s leg and babbled hysterically.

Raj began again. “He claims that it was impossible for him to hold back Shêtân … that the best Bedouin rider would be overmounted on Shêtân … that not even with a heavy bit had it been possible for him to control the stallion. And Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak had learned that he had used the heavy bit against his instructions … had seen him try to break the spirit of Shêtân with a crop. He had become suspicious. The only way left had been to steal Shêtân. And why was it not better this way? The men of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak would not find Shêtân in the corral up the canyon, which was strong and high enough to hold him. And when the sun rose on the new day, the tribes of Abd-al-Rahman and Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak would battle. Much blood would be shed, many would die. And when the battle waned and even the victors were exhausted from loss of blood, they could descend upon them in all their fury and kill them all. Was not that what he wanted?”

Raj stopped. He and Alec watched Ibn al Khaldun as he struck the man at his feet, knocking him unconscious. Then Khaldun turned to the others and his small pig-eyes swept over them. Finally he spoke, his voice harsh and threatening.

Alec, his eyes still on Ibn al Khaldun, listened as Raj interpreted for him. “He says that by Allah, he is still their leader, that he will do their thinking for them. Let no others disobey his orders, or they will suffer the same as the one at his feet. Had they forgotten that they were murderers, who by themselves could not have lived a day outside the confines of this canyon? Were they so blind that they could not still see the furrowed scars on their bodies? Had they forgotten the floggings they had received in payment for their crimes? Did they not remember, one and all, coming to him in fear, pleading for protection from those whom they had wronged?”

Raj stopped as Ibn al Khaldun raised the gold medallion over his head for all to see. Then he spoke again, and Raj continued, “He says that for years they have looked forward to the day when, like the Phoenix, they too would rise again with strong powerful wings. But to rule the mountains and the desert, they would first have to destroy the kingdoms of Abd-al-Rahman and Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak; this he had told the first of them twenty years ago. They were few then and not strong, but he, Ibn al Khaldun, had planned well. Had they not murdered the mother, the father, the warriors of Abd-al-Rahman in the desert? And had he not thought to leave Abu Ishak’s dagger behind, knowing well that the young son of Abd-al-Rahman, who bore his name, would seek vengeance upon Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, the man his father thought to be his best friend?”

Raj turned to Alec; their eyes were filled with hate. For here was a man capable of anything … a man who had carefully plotted the destruction of the tribes of Abd-al-Rahman and Abu Ishak. And if he succeeded there would be no stopping him. He and his band of outlaws would ravage the mountains and desert, pillaging and killing.

Ibn al Khaldun spoke again, and Raj continued, “He says that if the Bedouin lying at his feet had followed orders, the chestnut stallion of Abd-al-Rahman would have won the race and the best of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak’s horses. It would then have been the time to strike, for he had carefully planned the death of Abd-al-Rahman. And upon his death he, Ibn al Khaldun, first cousin of Abd-al-Rahman, would become the sheikh. Then it would have been easy to bring them into the tribe, and, better mounted, they could have destroyed the clan of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak! And gone on and on … until the Kharj district was theirs.

“But now his plans had to be changed for, on the plain beyond, the men of Abd-al-Rahman and Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak would battle tomorrow. Yes, they would attack as the battle waned, but by Allah it would be difficult for they were undermounted. Still, they would attack with all the fury of their scarred bodies for it was not an opportunity to miss! And they would first seek Abd-al-Rahman and Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, if they were still alive, and run their spears through them. Yes, and there was another who they must make sure died before the battle ended … a Bedouin youth, his face unlined, who rides a roan with a white forehead.”

Raj’s voice faltered. Alec turned to him for he knew that Raj rode such a horse. But his friend’s eyes were fastened on Ibn al Khaldun and he continued interpreting. “It will not be difficult for you to recognize him. He is taller than the others and his cheekbones are high. When you get close in battle you will see that he looks like Abd-al-Rahman … and rightly so … for he is his brother.”

The muscles in Raj’s face bulged, his mouth opened. Alec placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Easy, Raj,” he said, “we can do nothing now.”

Raj turned and his voice at first was bewildered as he said slowly, “Then I … I was the newborn babe Ibn al Khaldun could not find … to murder.” Then it became choked with bitterness and hate as he added vehemently, “This man, Alec … he is responsible for the death of my mother and father …”

“I know, Raj, I know … and you will have your revenge. We have heard enough. We must get back to warn the others.” Alec paused, his eyes seeking his friends. “Aren’t you scared, Raj?”

“No, for neither Ibn al Khaldun nor his men shall kill me. It is they who will learn the meaning of fear; it is they who will quake and fall to their knees before the fury of my people. We go to tell my brother what we have heard … and then we return.”

Their gaze turned once again to Ibn al Khaldun, who was walking in the direction of his hut, followed by two scarred Bedouins carrying the limp figure of the man who was to pay with his life for disobeying orders.

The others returned to their groups, and soon high-pitched voices resumed the quarrels Ibn al Khaldun had interrupted.

They had crawled from the rock, and Raj was already moving on his way back down the canyon, when Alec placed a hand on his shoulder. “Raj,” he said, “you go … one of us ought to stay here. Besides, you’ll travel faster alone.”

Raj met his friend’s gaze. “You mean, you are going up the canyon to find the corral that holds Shêtân?”

“Maybe. It would be like Ibn al Khaldun to do away with the Black before the attack.”

“No, I do not think so,” Raj whispered. “For he is undermounted, as he himself said. He needs good horses.”

“But he’s going to kill the only man who can ride him,” Alec reminded him.

Raj shrugged his shoulders. “Stay if you wish, Alec,” he said. “I will return with many men before the moon rises above the mountains. The men here will be sleeping. It should not be difficult.” Raj turned and moved quickly away.
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After Raj left, Alec slowly made his way through the rocks toward the upper canyon. Somewhere ahead was the Black! His brain whirled from the rapidity with which everything had fallen into place. Now he knew the reason for the attack on the Black … knew why Ibn al Khaldun had wanted him done away with. For Ibn al Khaldun, learning that Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak was on his way to the United States to claim his horse, had arrived there first and attempted to kill the Black. Yet the great stallion was but a small pawn in the complex, deadly game Ibn al Khaldun was playing! … Raj had to get through … Alec was certain he would. Raj … the brother of Abd-al-Rahman. It was a little difficult to believe at first … yet as Alec thought about it, and recalled the similarity in the features of the two, so different from the other Bedouins, he wondered that he had not guessed the truth before.

It was almost dark when Alec decided he had gone far enough and should see what was in the canyon below. Cautiously, he approached the rim. About a mile down the canyon he could see the village and the men still grouped around the huts. At first he could see nothing below him in the ever deepening shadows, then he made out a narrow gorge that ran up the side of the mountain, only to come to an abrupt end as it met a sheer wall of stone. As Alec’s eyes became more accustomed to the dwindling light he made out a high wooden gate at the entrance of the gorge. This could be the corral for which he was searching!

Finding a narrow ledge that led down the side of the canyon, he set out. He moved slowly, his eyes on the precarious trail ahead. Stopping to rest halfway down, he looked in the direction of the village. It could not be seen. Shrugging his shoulders with relief, he started down again.

Reaching the floor of the canyon, he proceeded more cautiously than before, for the rocks no longer hid him from prying eyes, and he did not know if Ibn al Khaldun had placed a guard there.

He was nearing the gate when he heard the sound of pounding hoofs. Alec flattened himself against the rocks. As he stood there he saw the Black appear behind the gate, his head high and ears cocked. He turned in Alec’s direction and tossed his head.

Alec’s first impulse was to run to his horse, but he restrained himself and remained still. His eyes moved around the canyon for the sign of a sentry. The stallion neighed and shook his head more furiously. Minutes passed. The Black reared, bringing his forelegs down upon the gate, which reached high above his head.

Alec moved forward quickly for he realized the Black might easily break a leg. At sight of him, the stallion shrilled loudly, and brought his forelegs down to the ground. Running to him, Alec shoved his arms through the long, wooden bars. Bending his head, the stallion nuzzled Alec, who rubbed the soft skin.

Alec looked anxiously down the canyon. The Black’s scream could easily have attracted the attention of the men in the village. He had to work fast! Untying the rope which held the gate closed, he swung it open. The stallion crab-stepped through and pushed him with his head. Alec swung him around alongside the gate, climbed a few bars, and then leaped on the back of the stallion, his fingers grasping the heavy mane.

For a moment, Alec forgot the dangers before him … forgot everything except the thrill of once again being astride the Black, whose sensitive body quivered at the touch of his knees. It was as though the stallion had missed him as well, for he stood quite still, his head up and ears cocked.

Fortunately night had fallen fast and Alec knew that it would be difficult for anyone to see them. He gave the Black his head, but kept him to a walk. He rode away from the village, hoping to find another exit from the narrow canyon. If he found none, he decided he would wait in the protective darkness of the night until the moon rose above the mountains … until Raj returned with the warriors of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak and Abd-al-Rahman.

After Raj left Alec, he moved swiftly and with little caution down the canyon. When he reached the horses, he mounted his, and savagely threw the roan back onto its haunches. His anxious, boyish expression was gone and his eyes smoldered with anger. Then he rode hard, a heavy hand on his mount.

A sense of new strength and power coursed through his veins. No longer was he Raj, the houseboy of Mr. Coggins of Haribwan, a nameless youth to be pitied. La … no! He was the brother of Abd-al-Rahman, powerful sheikh of the Kharj! And together they would seek vengeance upon Ibn al Khaldun for the murder of their father and mother.

Night had fallen by the time Raj reached the small plateau from which he and Alec had first seen Ibn al Khaldun. His horse stumbled and grabbed at the bit. Recovering, Raj drove him down the trail to the plain below.

No fires burned in the camp of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, but Raj knew the men were there … somewhere in the darkness … waiting vigilantly for the coming dawn. The roan responded as Raj gave him his head, and they swept down the plain.

A short time later he slowed his horse to a walk, for not far ahead was his brother’s stronghold and Abu Ishak’s men must be near even though he could not see them.

The roan pranced nervously, his body hot under Raj’s long limbs. Suddenly, there was the sharp click of a rifle bolt in the darkness to the left. A voice ordered him to halt.

Raj explained that it was important that he be taken to Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak at once.

An unmounted Bedouin appeared, leading his horse. He peered at Raj closely. Recognizing him, he nodded, and motioned him to follow. They moved silently across the plain a short way. Then Raj made out the figures of a small group of men. He and the Bedouin sentry passed them and soon came to another group, which they also passed. Raj realized then that Abu Ishak, to avoid any chance of a surprise attack on the part of Abd-al-Rahman, had scattered his men.

Finally they stopped and the sentry told Raj to wait. A few minutes later he returned and with him was the tall, slim figure of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, his white beard sharply outlined in the darkness.

Raj, his voice strained with emotion, informed him in his native tongue of all that he and Alec had learned.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak listened without interruption. When Raj had finished his long story, Abu Ishak remained silent. Then in a cold voice he told Raj to follow and led the way back to his men. There he gave orders to his men to light fires and assemble. Taking his long rifle, he raised it in the air and fired a volley of three shots. Then he lighted a flare and, holding it, mounted his gray stallion. He motioned Raj to follow, and together they rode toward the stronghold of Abd-al-Rahman.

They stopped halfway and waited, their figures silhouetted against the darkness by the burning flare held in the raised hand of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak.

The minutes passed … then out of the night came the hoofs of running horses. Suddenly they stopped and were no more. Raj realized that the horsemen, wary of a trap, had brought their mounts to a halt. Then trotting horses moved to the left, others to the right. Coming directly toward them were the prancing but restrained hoofbeats of a walking horse.

Raj stared into the darkness as the hoofbeats ahead became more pronounced. Then the small head and golden mane of Sagr appeared in the light cast from the flaming torch. On his back sat Abd-al-Rahman, his rifle unslung and ready in his hand. “This man,” thought Raj, “is of my own flesh and blood … my brother.”

Abd-al-Rahman stopped a few yards away from them and his inquisitive eyes met those of the older sheikh. Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak was the first to speak, and he told Abd-al-Rahman what he had learned from Raj. As Abd-al-Rahman listened his eyes narrowed and his mouth became hard and set, forming a thin line. His gaze shifted to Raj when Abu Ishak told him that the youth with him was his brother, but his face disclosed no emotion.

When the story was finished, Abd-al-Rahman jerked his chestnut stallion into a rear. Up and down it plunged, as angry as its rider. Abd-al-Rahman swore as Sagr bucketed underneath him. He would first make certain Abu Ishak was telling him the truth, he shouted. He would return to his home and if Ibn al Khaldun was not to be found, he and his warriors would go with them to the canyon of which he had been told! Abd-al-Rahman flung Sagr around and disappeared into the darkness.

Raj returned with Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak to his men, who were now busily checking their arms and saddling their horses. They did not have long to wait before many lighted torches appeared, one following another, from the stronghold of Abd-al-Rahman.

“They come forth,” Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak said to Raj. Then, turning to his men, he ordered them to mount.

As the thunder of pounding hoofs shook the ground beneath and the seemingly endless line of flares pierced the darkness, Raj took the rifle Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak handed him. Tonight the clans of Abd-al-Rahman and Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak would ride together again … this time to avenge the death of his own father and mother. And he would ride beside his brother in battle! It was as his father would have wanted it. The moon was still behind the mountains and by the time it rose they would be at the canyon, as he had told Alec, his friend.

The canyon narrowed as Alec rode slowly in the night, the walls of stone gradually closing in upon him and his horse. If there was another way out, it was going to be difficult to find. Suddenly the Black shied and Alec felt the giant body tremble. He looked into the darkness but could see nothing. The stallion shied again, his nostrils quivering.

Alec placed a hand upon the high crest of the Black’s neck, attempting to calm him. Something was up, he thought, although in the blackness of the canyon he could not see any sign of movement. He brought the stallion to a halt, but the big horse would not remain still. His hoofs played nervously on the ground.

Sensing danger ahead, Alec turned the Black and went back the way he had come. The stallion attempted to break out of the running walk at which Alec held him. Having no reins or bridle, it was difficult for Alec to hold his horse back. He talked to him, pushing his head close to the stallion’s neck.

The Black broke into a fast trot, his head up and ears pricked. Realizing that they were again nearing the corral, Alec attempted to bring the stallion to a stop, but to no avail. He moved forward on the horse’s back and placed a hand between the pricked ears. He had to stop him or soon it would be too late.

Suddenly the Black came to an abrupt halt and half-reared. Alec grasped the long mane and held on. The stallion snorted and turned up the canyon. He ran a short way, then stopped again and stood still. His head turned up the canyon, then down. Once again he moved, this time in the direction of the east wall; he stopped when he could go no farther. He stood there against the high cliff, his giant body trembling.

Alec was certain there was danger both up and down the canyon, even though he had not seen or heard anything. He stroked the neck of his horse. If they were still perhaps in the darkness they would not be discovered.

The stallion moved uneasily and occasionally there would be a sharp ring as his hoofs kicked a stone. Minutes passed, then the Black suddenly began pawing the ground with his foreleg. Alec thought he heard the sound of hoofs in the darkness. The stallion broke, ran a few yards to the north, then whirled, swept back, and again stood still.

Then the sound of hoofs closing in on them was unmistakable. They came from directly ahead, from the north, and from the south. Alec peered in the darkness, certain that the horses were less than fifty yards away.

Alec hesitated until he saw the mounted figures. There were three of them coming toward him. The Black snorted and reared. When he came down, Alec gave him his head. Bolting, the stallion headed for the men. They would have to break through! Where they would turn after that Alec did not know.

The horsemen moved in on them from three sides. Alec swung the Black around to the south. In a few seconds the stallion, now gathering himself, would be in full gallop.

One of the riders bore down on them, his spurs deep in the girth of his mount. He drove the Black back toward the wall of the canyon, the others closing in from behind. Coming to an abrupt stop, the stallion twirled and headed north. Before he could gather speed, Alec heard the swish of a rope and saw the long, whirling loop fall over the head of his horse. He reached for it, but by the time his hands were on it, it had tightened. A few seconds later, the stallion was flung back on his haunches, throwing Alec to the ground.

He lay stunned for a few minutes, then he was jerked to his feet. Dazed, he looked around. The Black was held securely between the mounts of two men. The other horseman was standing in front of him, and Alec looked into the leering face of Ibn al Khaldun, who said softly, “Once again we meet, my young friend. Although I did not expect the pleasure so soon … nor here.” His thick neck turned as he jerked his head over his shoulder. “Still, it is most unfortunate that you had to choose this time to visit me.” He smiled, disclosing the toothless gums, then continued. “For now I must do away with you as well as the horse you call the Black. Most unfortunate … for you … that you, too, now stand in my way. It is a pity that one so young had to be so inquisitive.” He sighed and his powerful chest rose and fell.

Alec was silent. This man was mad. He could not kill him! Or could he? Ibn al Khaldun was capable of anything, he knew. If he thought Alec stood in his way, he would murder him as easily as he had the others.

Ibn al Khaldun had him by the arm and his thick fingers dug deep as he said, “You followed me from the meeting with Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, that much is obvious. Yes, I saw you there. But did you come alone? Perhaps your young friend accompanied you? The one who sat beside you on the roan. It is best that you speak now.”

“You mean Abd-al-Rahman’s brother?” Alec asked tauntingly, raising his head to meet the beady stare of the Bedouin. “No, I came alone.” He grimaced in pain as Ibn al Khaldun’s fingers tightened on his arm.

“Ê … yes, you know.” The Bedouin smiled. “But in knowing you have answered my question. You overheard me talking to my men. You have seen too much, my young friend. And do you wish me to believe that in such a short time in our land you have learned Arabic so well you understood what I told my men? Obvious, is it not, that you were accompanied by another … by your young Bedouin friend?” Ibn al Khaldun smiled as he slowly twisted Alec’s arm. “There are many other things still to be learned,” he added, “if you will not tell me where he is hiding. Let me show you how simple it is for one who is strong enough to tear another’s arm from its socket. This was shown to me when I was just a little older than you. It is the reason I have but one arm. Speak, my young friend, for we shall find him regardless, and it is not pleasant to lose an arm this way.” His grip tightened and sharp, stabbing pains contorted Alec’s face. Ibn al Khaldun’s fingers loosened slightly. “It is odd,” he said, “that once before I have sought information concerning the young brother of Abd-al-Rahman by this, shall we say, severe and, unfortunately, painful method. She was the nurse of the newborn son, whom we found alone in the desert many days after we had disposed of his father and mother. She, like you, would not tell us where she had left her young charge. Unfortunately, she died too soon for she was an old woman and could not stand much pain.”

Ibn al Khaldun paused, then continued, “You are wondering how I recognized the brother of Abd-al-Rahman on the plain, are you not? I will tell you, although it will serve no purpose other than to show you that I am not without mercy.” He paused again, and then went on, “In Haribwan several years ago, I saw a youth who resembled Abd-al-Rahman. And upon making inquiries I learned that which I had guessed to be true. This youth was his brother, for he had been found in the desert a few weeks after the time we had made our raid and, also, he bore the birthmark with which I, alone, was familiar … a small mole behind the lobe of the left ear. I decided that if he did not return to the desert I would leave him alone … for it was not necessary to do away with him so long as he was not recognized by those who knew his brother. But now that he is back, he will die … and we shall find him, my young friend, for he cannot escape us in this canyon.”

With his free right hand, Alec swung and buried his fist in Ibn al Khaldun’s fat stomach. The Bedouin winced and with lips drawn back twisted Alec’s arm until his legs collapsed under him. He felt his strength going. The fall from the Black had weakened him. Bending, Ibn al Khaldun applied more pressure until everything began blotting out. Alec looked into the beady pig-eyes. Smiling, Ibn al Khaldun said hoarsely, “You will talk now, my young friend, or by Allah, I shall make you a present of your own arm!”

Alec was silent. He heard Ibn al Khaldun’s voice, felt him breathing heavily on his neck. Everything was swimming about. His eyes, sunk deep in their sockets, rolled back. Vaguely, he made out the head of the Black, his long neck spotted with curds of white foam. Then he could see nothing.

He was suspended. It was light, then dark. Circles of revolving light sped through the heavens. He looked for the moon. Raj had said that when the moon rose above the mountains he would return with many men. He was being hunted. Somewhere in the darkness was Ibn al Khaldun. The Black knew and pulled at his bit. He wanted his head. Give it to him. He must get on. Time was passing, and things were happening. He struggled to get up, but was pushed back. The desert … the burning sand scorching his feet. Water! He had to have water. Raj had water … water from the chambers of the camel’s stomach. He drank and it was good.

Alec opened his eyes. Overhead was the star-studded sky. Turning his head, he saw a figure holding a water canteen; behind him were two others and between them … the Black. Suddenly it all came back to him. Ibn al Khaldun! His arm … he turned his eyes to look for it. It was there but he could not raise it.

Ibn al Khaldun bent down and spoke to him. “It is a pity you cannot stand much pain,” he whispered. “Yes, you still have your arm. I have wasted enough time on you and have thought of a better, a more appropriate way for you to die … one which will leave no evidence of, shall we say, foul play?” He grasped Alec by the arm and roughly pulled him to his feet.

At first Alec could not stand by himself, and leaned heavily upon Ibn al Khaldun. Then, slowly, strength began returning to his limbs. He was dragged over to the mounted Bedouins and there boosted onto the back of the Black. The stallion shook his head furiously, trying to free it from the grip of the mounted horsemen, but their hands were strong and the rope tight.

Ibn al Khaldun mounted his horse, then said, “This love you have for Shêtân has brought you many thousands of miles; now it is only fitting that you should accompany him in death.”

Alec grasped the Black’s mane with his good hand; the other arm hung limply at his side. His head was clearing in the cool night air. Silently, he looked at Ibn al Khaldun’s evil face. What did he intend to do?

“You are wondering, aren’t you?” Ibn al Khaldun asked. “It is simple and you are fortunate, for death will be quick. It is a pity that I can’t take longer, but it will, I suppose, take a little time to find your friend in the canyon, and all must be done before morning for we have other work then.” He paused and grinned. “Just a short distance up the canyon there is a cliff with a perpendicular drop of three hundred feet or so to the rocks below. You and your Black shall be driven over it. It is a pleasant way to die, is it not? The two of you inseparable even in death?”

He turned to his men, spoke tersely in Arabic, and then led the way up the canyon.

They moved slowly, for the mounts of the Bedouins were terrified of the Black, and only the sharp spurs dug deep in their girths kept them going.

Alec’s body was tense, his head cool. Astride the Black, confidence and new strength were flowing back into his tired body. There had to be some way out. He and the Black were not going to die as Ibn al Khaldun planned! His injured arm tingled as the blood again began circulating through it. Moving it slightly, he smiled grimly. Ibn al Khaldun would pay and pay well. He turned in his saddle toward the mountains in the rear. There was a slight glow and he knew that soon the moon would rise above them. If only he had more time!

Alec rubbed his legs gently but firmly along the stallion’s girth. Snorting, the Black reared, pulling the startled Bedouins out of their saddles, their mounts screaming. Ibn al Khaldun, swearing and shouting to his men, drove his horse in on the Black. His mount shrilled painfully as the stallion’s forelegs tore into him.

For a moment, as Ibn al Khaldun’s mount staggered back under the weight of the stallion’s hoofs, Alec thought the Black would break free. Then the Bedouins, fearing the fury of their leader more than they did the violent stallion, spurred their terrified mounts close to the Black until they again had him under control.

Enraged, Ibn al Khaldun glared and swore at Alec, then ordered his men to proceed.

They had not gone far when Ibn al Khaldun dropped back behind Alec. Tersely he gave orders to his men, and then said to Alec, “Ahead lies eternity, my young friend.”

In the dim light, Alec could see the cliff which came to an abrupt drop about fifty yards beyond. And behind Ibn al Khaldun the moon appeared above the rim of the mountains.

The Bedouins pressed their mounts closer to the Black. Ibn al Khaldun moved in from behind. Slowly the stallion was maneuvered toward the cliff.

Alec, his eyes on his horse’s head, heard Ibn al Khaldun say, “The time has come to pray to your God, my friend. It is but a matter of seconds.”

The sweating bodies of the Bedouins and their horses pressed closer; long, heavy crops dangled from the men’s wrists. Alec knew that in just a second … a few more yards … they would bring their whips down upon the hindquarters of the Black and beat him until they drove him over the cliff.

He had to think fast.

Another few yards. Alec watched the hands of the Bedouins upon the rope around the stallion’s neck. When they grabbed their crops there would be a fraction of a second in which only the pressure of their horses would hold the Black before they struck. It was then that he would have to act. It was his one chance of breaking free. The black mane was wet with perspiration from his clammy hands, his mouth dry and fuzzy.

The men’s hands were still on the rope when there was a dull thud of leather biting deep into flesh. Screaming in pain, the Black bolted forward. Ibn al Khaldun had struck first!
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As the Black bolted forward, the Bedouins holding his head released their grips on the rope, grabbed their crops, and brought them down on the stallion.

Screaming in rage, the Black suddenly turned upon the horse to his left and descended upon it, his forelegs striking unmercifully. Alec clung like a burr to the great mane, as the Bedouin’s horse went down under the hoofs of the Black, his rider pinned beneath him. Up and down the giant stallion pounded his forelegs into the pulpy mass of flesh at his feet. Desperately, Alec tried to pull him away but could not. The Black was again a savage, ruthless killer.

Alec turned his head and saw Ibn al Khaldun; in his hand was a gun. Unsteadily, he pointed it at the Black. He cursed as his mount, crazed by the smell of blood, lurched, almost throwing him from the saddle.

Suddenly the canyon echoed with the sharp cracks of rifle fire. It rolled up the canyon in an ever increasing crescendo. Alec saw the moon high above the mountains. Raj and the warriors of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak and Abd-al-Rahman had arrived! His gaze swept back to Ibn al Khaldun. Startled, the Bedouin had turned in his saddle toward the lower canyon.

And now the Black stood still, his nostrils quivering and his ears cocked.

Alec knew that this was his chance to get away. Burying his head in the stallion’s mane and sliding low on the huge body, he touched him with his heels.

The Black, as though released from a giant spring, swept past Ibn al Khaldun. Alec saw him jerk his head toward them, then raise his gun. His legs firm against the stallion’s girth, he bent low. A few seconds later a bullet screamed above his head, then another. Alec jerked the Black’s head and he swerved abruptly to the left. Ibn al Khaldun’s next shot was wild. There were no others.

They had not gone far when the firing suddenly ceased, and silence filled the canyon. In long, powerful strides, the Black swept over the ground, his hoofs clattering against the stones. Alec attempted to calm him by talking into the cocked ears and rubbing his hand down the long, slender neck.

They were not far from the village when Alec heard the shouts of men, their voices raised high in anger. The speed of the Black slackened and Alec peered into the darkness ahead. Gradually, the huts took shape.

When he arrived at the end of the long street, the shouting had stopped. He brought the Black to a walk, and slowly they passed the first of the huts.

He had not gone far when the figures of many men loomed in the night. Alec approached cautiously, not knowing what lay ahead. Crab-stepping, the Black whistled softly. The answering neighs of many horses filled the air. Alec brought the stallion to a halt.

A horseman approached, and Alec recognized the gray stallion of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak. He called out, fearing that the sheikh would take him for one of Ibn al Khaldun’s men. Spurring the gray, Abu Ishak rode up to Alec. His stern face relaxed as he recognized Alec and Shêtân. “It is well you are safe, Alec,” he said. “When we did not find you we were worried.” His features clouded. “Ibn al Khaldun is not among those we have captured. Have you seen him?”

Hastily, Alec told him what had happened, and when he had finished Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak spun his gray around on its haunches. “Come,” he said.

Alec followed him back to his men, who astride their horses encircled Ibn al Khaldun’s defeated warriors. Sullenly, they stood within the circle.

Abd-al-Rahman rode up to Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, his chestnut stallion rearing at the sight of the Black. The older sheikh motioned Alec away.

Raj suddenly appeared upon his roan. “Alec,” he said, “are you all right?”

“Sure, Raj … I’m okay. But you arrived just in time.” Then Alec told him what had happened, and that Ibn al Khaldun was somewhere up the canyon.

“They will capture him before morning,” Raj said, when Alec had finished. “Ê … yes, some of the men go now!”

A large group of men, their rifles held high in the air, drove their mounts up the canyon behind Abd-al-Rahman.

Raj whirled his roan and rode up to Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak. Alec followed.

“My brother … he goes in search of Ibn al Khaldun.” Raj’s voice was tense as he spoke to Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak. “Did he not want me to ride with him?”

“He thought it best that you stay with me,” the sheikh said. “We will take these men back to your brother’s home and there await him … and Ibn al Khaldun.” Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak turned to Alec. The stallion shook his head as Alec rubbed him behind the ears. Smiling, the sheikh said, “It is now easy for me to believe what I have heard about you and Shêtân.” He paused, then continued, “I would like to have you take him home. Some of my men will accompany you, so you have no need to fear.”

Alec nodded. “As you wish, sir,” he replied, “… but I would prefer to go along with you and Raj.”

“It is better that you go,” the sheikh insisted. His gaze shifted to Ibn al Khaldun’s men and he added, “That which lies ahead is not pleasant. They will be given the opportunity to speak for themselves, but they are murderers, outlaws all … and will be dealt with accordingly.” He stopped and then his eyes returned to Alec and Raj. “Come, let us be on our way.”

A short time later the long line of men rode down the canyon; behind them the bright flames of burning huts reached high into the blackened sky.

It was three days later that Alec, astride the Black, and the small group of men Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak had sent with him, traveled up the ravine to the narrow chasm which opened into the valley. Bending forward in his saddle, Alec wiped the white lather from the glistening neck of the Black. They had traveled fast these last three days, for the men were anxious to get back to their families. As for himself, he looked forward to seeing Henry and Mr. Volence again … yes, and Tabari, too … for he felt she would be more than interested to learn that the feud between her father and Abd-al-Rahman was over.

They entered the darkened chasm and a few minutes later emerged upon the trail overlooking the valley. Playing with his bit, the Black pranced nervously, his eyes scanning the floor below. His ears pricked suddenly forward as he spied a small lone group of running colts at the upper end. Then he screamed, and his wild, shrill whistle echoed throughout the valley.

Alec saw the running horses come to an abrupt halt. The Black screamed again as they made their way down the trail. Bolting, the horses came galloping toward them.

When they reached the floor, the horses were but a few hundred yards away. They had stopped and were moving nervously around in small circles, their heads and ears cocked in the direction of the Black.

Spurring their horses, the Bedouins set out for their homes at a gallop. Alec held the Black while he danced. For a moment he thrilled to the sensitive body and powerful muscles beneath him. A warm glow of confidence and pride flowed through his veins as the giant horse awaited his command.

When the others were well on their way down the valley, Alec relaxed the pressure on his knees and gave the stallion his head. With giant strides the Black gained momentum rapidly. Ahead the colts broke and ran as the stallion descended upon them. Reaching the stragglers, the Black ran close and shrilled loudly. Then with ever increasing speed he ran the others down. Reaching the colts in front, his speed slackened until they drew ahead, then, spurting, he would pass them with blinding speed only to slow down again.

Alec reveled in the tremendous speed of the stallion, as the heavy black mane flew back in his face and his eyes watered from the wind. It had been a long time since he had had the opportunity of doing this.

In a sudden burst of speed, the Black drew rapidly away from the colts. Alec crouched low against the stallion’s neck. Ahead, near the home of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, he saw Tabari and, standing beside her, the white filly, Jôhar.

As he neared them, Alec pulled back on the reins. The Black fought and then slowly relented, slackening his speed.

Tabari looked at Alec anxiously when he brought the Black to a stop before her. “Why have you returned with so few men?” she asked him in a strained voice. “My father. Where is he? What has happened?”

Alec smiled, dispelling her fears. “Everything is all right, Tabari,” he said, dismounting and rubbing a hand across his face. He grabbed the reins and flung them over the stallion’s head, allowing him to go over to Jôhar. Then he turned to Tabari. “Nothing is wrong. Your father will be home within a few days. I have a lot to tell you, but first I must take care of my horse. He’s had a hard ride.”

“You found him then at Abd-al-Rahman’s?” Tabari asked, her eyes saddening.

“No, Tabari,” Alec replied. “Abd-al-Rahman didn’t steal him. He is now your father’s friend rather than his enemy. But I’d rather tell you the whole story from the beginning. Call Henry and Mr. Volence and I’ll meet you in the library in a few minutes, when I return from the stables.”

As Alec led the Black away, Tabari said, “The men at the stables … they will take care of him, Alec.”

“I’d rather do it, Tabari.”

Understanding, the girl nodded and walked quickly toward the house.
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That evening after dinner Henry, Mr. Volence, Tabari and Alec walked out on the long veranda. It seemed to Alec that Tabari’s eyes shone as they never had before. Her full lips parted as she said, with a smile, “You probably have much to talk over with Alec, so I’ll leave you alone.” Without waiting for them to reply, she turned and walked down the steps.

Alec was wondering if it was not she who wanted to be alone, when Henry said, “Boy, you sure get into things, don’t you?”

“It’s okay”—Alec laughed—“so long as I can get out of them after I’m in. Luck’s been with me so far.”

Mr. Volence’s face was somber. “It’s fortunate that you’re young, Alec,” he said quietly, “and can laugh at things like that. Pretty serious business, though, and I’m thankful to God you came through it. Your arm … you’re sure it’s coming along all right?”

“Yes,” Alec said, raising his injured arm, “a few more days and it’ll be as good as ever.”

Henry sat on the railing. “Do you think they’ll have much trouble runnin’ down Ibn al Khaldun?” he asked.

Alec’s voice was solemn. “I hope not, Henry … but he’s a slippery guy and treacherous, as we all know. Still, he’ll have to move fast to get away from Abd-al-Rahman and his men.” Alec withdrew the gold chain and medallion from his pocket and studied the figure of the large bird.

“Then it is the Phoenix,” Mr. Volence said quietly.

“Yes,” Alec replied. “It was their symbol … for like the Phoenix, Ibn al Khaldun hoped to rise to power.”

“But to destroy and kill,” muttered Henry.

They sat silently in the darkness of the veranda. After several minutes Mr. Volence said, “I don’t suppose Raj will return to Haribwan.”

“No, I’m certain he won’t,” Alec replied. “He’ll want to stay with his brother.”

“Funny world,” growled Henry. “Wait’ll we tell Mr. Coggins that his houseboy turned out to be Abd-al-Rahman’s brother.”

Alec looked at them anxiously. “You two sound as though we’ll be leaving before long,” he said.

Smiling, Mr. Volence said, “Not until after the race, anyway, Alec.”

“Tabari told us she was certain her father’d see to it that we got back okay,” Henry informed Alec. He paused to light his pipe, then added, “If the Black wins maybe Abu Ishak will let us have a couple of horses, as Tabari told you, remember?”

“Yes, I remember,” Alec nodded. “How long before the race?” His gaze turned to the moon which hung low over the valley. It was in the last quarter, and the day of the new moon was not far off.

Henry’s voice came to him. “Three days from tomorrow, according to Tabari.”

Alec looked fixedly at Henry. “But what if Abu Ishak doesn’t return in time … and Abd-al-Rahman … there’s no telling where his chase of Ibn al Khaldun will lead, or how long it’ll take.”

“We mentioned that same thing to her tonight after dinner,” Henry said, looking at Mr. Volence; then turning to Alec he added, “She said neither of ’em would miss the race … seemed pretty positive about it, too.”

Alec sat down on the railing beside Henry. He was silent a moment and then he looked up at Mr. Volence, whom he found watching him. Alec’s eyes turned to Henry; his eyes, too, were upon him. His gaze shifted from one to the other, then coming to rest upon Mr. Volence he asked, “Had you thought about Abu Ishak not having a rider for the race?”

Mr. Volence nodded. “Yes,” he said quietly, “we had thought about it.”

“Do you think,” Alec asked, “there’s any chance of my riding?”

Henry rose from the railing. “We were gonna ask you that, Alec.” He paused. “Abu Ishak let you ride the Black back home, didn’t he? And it was you who got him away from Ibn al Khaldun. Seems to me he’d let you ride. After all, he’s in a spot, isn’t he? Who else can ride that black devil, anyway?”

Alec’s head reeled at the thought of being able to ride his horse in the race against Sagr. Never in the world would there be anything to equal it. His eager eyes met Henry’s. “Maybe, Henry,” he said, “… maybe.”

Two days later Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak returned with his men. He dismounted from his gray and made his way toward the house. Alec noticed that his face was grave. Tabari threw her arms around him and his taut face relaxed for a moment, then sobered again as he greeted them.

“Was Ibn al Khaldun captured?” Alec asked.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak shook his head. “Abd-al-Rahman returned without him.… His men were still searching when I left, but they, too, will return in time for the race. When it is finished we will set out again and by Allah the sun will not set until we have found him.”

“… and the others? His men?” Alec asked.

“It is over for them,” Abu Ishak replied briefly. Then, turning, he walked into the house.

An hour later Alec was summoned to Abu Ishak’s bedroom. When he entered, the sheikh, who was sitting in a large chair by the window, turned toward him and said, “Come in, Alec. I wish to talk with you.” He motioned toward the chair opposite him.

Alec sat down and waited for Abu Ishak to speak. Thoughtfully, the sheikh gazed out of the window, then without looking at Alec he said softly, “I would like to know, Alec, if you would consent to ride Shêtân in the race the day after tomorrow.”

The blood rushed to Alec’s face as he leaped from his chair. “G-Gosh! I sure would, sir! It’s what I’ve been hoping for all along!” He stood over the sheikh, his voice high with unrestrained emotion.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak smiled as he looked at Alec, then his face sobered. “It will not be an easy ride,” he said. “The best horses in Arabia will be entered, and the men riding them will be the finest of our horsemen.”

Alec nodded and sat down again in his chair. “Who will be up on Sagr?” he asked.

“Abd-al-Rahman, for no other has ever ridden him.” He paused, then added, “Shêtân must be at his best to win … of that much I am certain, for I know the speed and endurance of Sagr.”

“What is the distance of the race?” Alec asked. His face had lost its boyishness, and an intense seriousness was written on his countenance. He had complete confidence in the Black, but in a race such as this many things could happen.

“The course is four miles,” Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak told him.

“And the terrain?” Alec asked.

“It varies,” the sheikh said, “from grass-swept plains to the desert, from rocky mountainous trails to brush-covered flats. The course was laid out by our people to test the courage and hearts of our horses, not speed and endurance alone.”

Alec remained silent when Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak had finished. Finally, he said confidently, “The Black, Shêtân, has the heart.”

The sheikh nodded. “Yes, I think he has, Alec … it has been bred into him, and I do not think he will disappoint us.” He rose from his chair and walked to the window. “My people feast tonight in celebration of the coming race. They have great faith in Shêtân, and much will be wagered with other tribesmen. We must not fail them, as we have in other races.” He turned to Alec. “We will leave tomorrow morning, and before sundown will arrive at the Plain of Andulla where the race takes place. Your friends will be eager to go, so please tell them to be ready.”

Sleep did not come soon to Alec that night. Wide awake, he lay in bed listening to the voices of the Bedouins raised high in song and laughter as they feasted. He thought of what winning the race meant to them and to Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak. A smile crossed his face as he remembered Henry’s words when he had told them he was going to ride the Black in the race … “Glory be, Alec, you’re the luckiest kid ever to put foot in a stirrup!”

But Mr. Volence had not shared Henry’s enthusiasm. “I know it’s what you wanted, Alec,” he had said, his face grave and drawn with concern, “but I wish you weren’t riding. Handling the Black is a big job in itself, and in a race such as this there’s no telling what he’ll do. The terrain is another thing to consider. The Bedouins know it well, probably every inch of it, while it will be new to you. They will watch you closely for they fear Shêtân, and if you make the slightest mistake, I’m sure they will move to their advantage. You are not in America, Alec, and don’t forget it for a second.… In this race there will be no rules.”

Alec turned on his side. He realized well the dangers ahead, the responsibility he would assume once he mounted the Black. Nor did he underestimate the speed, heart and stamina of the other horses and the skill of their riders. But he had confidence in his horse … confidence in himself. And, like Henry, he felt that he was the luckiest kid ever to put foot in a stirrup. A few minutes later his eyes closed and he slept.

The long line of horsemen extended halfway down the floor of the valley. In front rode Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak on his gray stallion. Beside him, straight and slim in her saddle, sat Tabari on Jôhar. Alec, astride a bay horse and leading the Black, rode behind him, followed by Henry, Mr. Volence and Abu Ishak’s tribesmen and their families.

Alec turned in his saddle and looked at the line trailing far behind them. They were all there … the men, the women, even the children; those old enough to hold a rein rode their own ponies, the others were lightly held in their fathers’ arms. Colorful trappings draped the saddles and bridles of their horses. Some of the men carried spears and vari-colored shields. They laughed and shouted as their horses trotted along.

They rode easily thoughout the day, the well-traveled trail which they were following taking them to the west in the direction of the desert.

It was still light when Tabari, turning in her saddle, called to Alec, “Ahead is the Plain of Andulla.” Alec saw the broad, brush-covered plain before them, topping a rise in the ground. Long lines of colorful caravans like their own moved across it toward the west, where the plain merged with the white sands of the desert. A wave of excitement passed through Alec and swept down the line to the men, women and children of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak’s tribe. “We’re here!” whispered Alec, as his bay horse moved to a fast trot to keep up with others. The Black ran easily beside him, his ears pricked.

The traffic became heavier as they converged with other caravans on the plain. Clouds of gray dust rose from beneath the hoofs of dancing horses. Some Bedouins were on foot, their voices raised high in songs and chants as they stamped the ground. One group capered alongside Alec. An old Bedouin with wrinkled face studied the Black, then his brown, flickering eyes under half-closed eyelids turned to Alec. “Shêtân? Shêtân?” he asked in a high crackling voice.

Alec nodded. The Bedouin stamped his feet until the gray dust all but obliterated his thin figure. He screeched loudly to the others in his group and they ran quickly toward Alec and the Black. However, before they reached the stallion, several of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak’s men rode in among them to keep them from getting too close. Their cries pierced the air as they ran alongside the horses. Finally, as Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak increased the pace of his horsemen, they dropped behind.

After a short time they came to the main camp on the edge of the desert. Men, women, boys and girls by the thousands were already there. Some were busily pitching their tents, others were standing around their cooking fires … all were excitedly awaiting the coming race.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak led his band away from the others, and as they passed the many groups there came the shrill cries of “Shêtân! … Shêtân!”

Alec’s blood pounded as he heard them shout and turn eager eyes toward his horse. He marveled at the calmness of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak and Tabari, who rode ahead. A stranger among these people, Alec felt closer to the Black than ever before. He leaned from his saddle and reached out to pat the stallion. What, he wondered, would be the outcome of tomorrow’s race?
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Alec awakened the next day to find that many more tribes had come in during the night. He saw the Bedouins standing by their cooking fires, their voices raised high and shrill. There was a tenseness in the air, and already many were squatting and standing around the space where the race would start. Alec felt keyed up.… He was anxious for the race to begin.

Smiling, he shook his head as one of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak’s servants offered him breakfast. He did not feel like eating. A large group was clustered about the Black and he made his way toward them.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak saw Alec and strode up. “It will not be long now,” he said. “We race before the sun becomes too hot.”

“I’m all set,” Alec told him. “How about the Black? Is he all right?”

“Yes … my men are keeping the others away from him. He is excited but that is to be expected.” He paused, then added, “Ride Shêtân as you see fit, Alec. I have no instructions … only, remember that the men who ride against you know the terrain well. For that reason it is better that you do not set the pace. You have studied the map of the course which I gave you last night?”

Alec nodded. “I know it,” he said. It was clear in his mind just how he would ride this race. In the broken mountainous country the others would have the advantage for, as Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak had said, they knew the terrain and were used to it. He would keep the Black close to the leaders until they reached the open country.… Then, across the desert to the brush-covered plain, would come the test. He felt confident that the Black would pick up the lost ground when he called upon him.

The soft rhythmic beating of drums suddenly resounded across the plain, stilling the voices of the Bedouins. Then the men began to dance while women and girls clapped their hands and chanted. Shouting, whistling, and hissing through their teeth the men stamped their feet upon the ground, the dust rising in soft whirls about their bodies.

“Come,” Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak said, “it is almost time.”

Alec followed him as the sheikh walked toward the group still clustered about the Black. They fell away, forming a narrow path as Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak reached them. Alec felt their curious eyes upon him as he walked up to the black stallion, who was already wearing bridle and saddle.

Running his hand across the stallion’s neck, Alec pulled the small head to him. The Black nuzzled him with mole-soft lips.

Pushing their way through the crowd, Henry and Mr. Volence entered the circle. “We’ve been lookin’ over the others,” Henry said. “They’re the finest bunch o’ horseflesh I’ve ever set eyes on.”

Mr. Volence nodded in agreement. “They are, Alec,” he said. “You’ll have to get everything out of the Black today.”

“I will,” Alec said confidently.

The shouting of the dancing Bedouins and the booming of the drums rose to a new, high pitch. Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak touched Alec on the shoulder. “It is time,” he said in a low voice.

Nodding in assent, Alec drew off his head shawl and then stripped to the waist. Finishing, he turned to the sheikh. “Okay, sir, I’m ready,” he said.

Henry moved alongside him. “Let me boost you up for good luck, Alec,” he offered.

Smiling, Alec pushed his knee into Henry’s lowered hands. The Black pranced nervously as soon as he was in the saddle. Quieting him, Alec caught Henry’s eye and a look of understanding passed between them. Henry lifted Alec’s feet out of the long stirrups and shortened them until his knees rested high on the stallion’s withers. The saddle had been weighted to make up for Alec’s light body, and now the Black carried no less than any other horse in the race.

The white-robed Bedouins standing in a circle around them looked at one another and then conversed in lowered tones. How strange, they were saying, that astride Shêtân, the stallion of Sheikh Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, should sit this unrobed white-skinned youth who rode with such short stirrups. Ê, by Allah, the Sheikh Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak must have lost his head! What chance had Shêtân now against a great stallion like Sagr with the Sheikh Abd-al-Rahman’s long, powerful limbs pressed about his girth? Dispersing, they ran to seek the tribesmen of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak whose misguided loyalty would prompt them to wager on Shêtân.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, his hand on Shêtân’s halter, pointed toward a tent set apart from the others, and Alec saw an old man squatting in the shade.

“That is the Sheikh Abdullah ben Brehim. He has seen more races than any of us, and was a great friend of my father. It is he who will start the race and declare the winner.”

Alec watched as the old man rose to his feet and with short strides walked past them. He was not more than five feet tall and his face was wrinkled with age. A red shawl covered his head and matched the flowing garment he wore over his slight body. A short way beyond them he raised a thin hand and the chanting and dancing of the Bedouins stopped. Silence reigned across the Plain of Andulla as he strode toward the starting place.

They waited until the old sheikh had squatted upon the ground, then Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak turned to Alec. “Come … he is ready,” he said. Leading the Black, they went toward the starting line. Ahead of them swarmed the Bedouins, forming a line on both sides of the place where the race would start.

Tossing his head, the Black kept reaching for his bit, and his ears cocked quickly as he saw the other horses and riders approaching the starting line. Alec counted five of them; the nearest to him was Sagr, his golden mane shining in the early morning sun. He crab-stepped nervously when he saw the Black. Astride him Abd-al-Rahman smiled and lifted his crop; then his legs tightened about Sagr’s girth and he moved ahead down the long passage lined with cheering spectators.

“That is a horse,” said Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, turning to Alec. “There will never be a race to equal this one.” Removing his hand from the stallion’s bridle, he added, “Go now, Alec, for the rest is up to you and Shêtân.”

Turning in his saddle, Alec waved at Henry and Mr. Volence, who were walking behind him. Then he shortened his reins and moved forward in the saddle. Halfway to the starting line, Alec heard his name called and turning, saw Raj.

“I wish you much luck, Alec,” Raj said, running alongside.

“Even with your brother and Sagr in the race?” Alec smiled.

“Ê … yes, for I have a wager with him that your Black will beat Sagr.” Raj’s eyes turned toward the starting line. “They are waiting to begin, Alec.” He waved and left.

As they neared the other horses, Alec felt the Black’s giant body quiver between his legs. Then the stallion’s wild, shrill whistle shattered the air, silencing the voices of the Bedouins. Eyes turned toward them, and the other horses moved uneasily, their teeth bared beneath curled nostrils.

The old sheikh on the starting line rose to his feet and motioned Alec forward. As the Black approached, Sagr reared and fought for his head. Abd-al-Rahman pulled him down, and moved a short distance away.

Alec held a light but firm hand on the reins. Rising in his stirrups, he patted the Black’s neck and talked to him. Turning back an ear, the stallion listened and was quiet.

Abdullah ben Brehim raised his hand when the Black reached the starting line, and turning his dry, wrinkled face up to Alec, he smiled. Then his gaze passed down the line to see if the others were ready.

A tenseness gripped Alec’s body and unconsciously he drew back on the reins. Snorting, the stallion plunged over the line. Alec pulled him to a stop and then, turning, made his way back amidst the taunts and laughter of the spectators. He did not mind their laughing. Catching sight of the flashing brown eyes of Abd-al-Rahman, he smiled. The sheikh raised his crop and the pressure of his legs made Sagr rear, his forelegs pawing the air.

Alec again lined the Black up with the others. The tenseness had left his body and he felt calm and confident. He glanced quickly down the line at the taut faces of the men as they sat lightly on their horses, which had been born and bred for just this race. All possessed bodies of wonderful physical perfection … slanting shoulders, deep broad chests, powerful legs and knees not too high nor too low, all marks of speed and endurance. Yes, as Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak had said, this would be a race … and never would there be another to equal it!

Alec leaned forward in his saddle. Between the pricked ears of the Black he could see the little old sheikh in the red headdress and gown, his hand still raised high in the air, his half-closed eyes still upon them. The spectators were silent; only the hoofs of the horses moving restlessly in place broke the stillness. Perspiration rolled from Alec’s face and neck and trickled down his back. He pressed his knees hard into the stallion’s black body. Any second now. The Black sensed it from the pressure of Alec’s knees. He stopped prancing, his ears pitched forward. Then the arm of the old man dropped.

The horses shot forward as one. Alec heard the shouts of the Bedouins as the Black bolted. Then he could hear nothing but the pounding of hoofs; feel nothing but the surge of great muscles between his legs; see nothing but the ground slipping away in long, rolling waves beneath him.

Sagr, faster at the break, took the lead. Alec, content to let Abd-al-Rahman set the pace, moved the Black over beside the chestnut stallion and held his nose even with the other’s stirrups. Galloping well, the Black fought for his head. Alec held the reins firm and talked to him. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the others riding hard a few yards behind.

In front the course lay open. So far everything had gone as he’d planned. He would cling to Sagr’s heels across the brush-covered flat and into the mountains. Then as they entered the last half of the race, which would take them over the desert and back to the starting place, he would call upon the Black … and he was certain the great stallion would not fail him.

The Black had hold of his bit, but was not pulling. As he galloped across the plain, swirls of gray dust rose behind them. Abd-al-Rahman, his long black beard whipping in the wind, glanced back as they neared the trail that would lead them through the mountains. Then he sat down to ride, and Sagr leaped forward.

Alec loosened the reins slightly and kept close behind him. Sagr’s powerful quarters rose and fell in front and Abd-al-Rahman’s back and shoulders swayed as he swung with him.

They turned into the mountainous trail without slackening their speed. It was a gradual ascent lined with overhanging brush that tore at Alec’s bare flesh. Turning slightly in his saddle, he saw that the others had slowed down, sparing their mounts. Ahead Sagr was galloping as though it were the finish and Alec wondered whether he could possibly keep up this speed. For a second he drew back on the reins and the Black fought for his head. Sagr increased his lead and thundered ahead.

Finally the trail leveled and they entered a long ravine with towering cliffs on each side. Sagr’s powerful quarters rose and fell fifty yards away. Alec moved far forward in his saddle and gave the Black his head. As the stallion extended himself, his feet scarcely touched the ground and he slowly cut down Sagr’s lead. Alec saw Abd-al-Rahman glance behind at the sound of the Black’s thundering hoofs. Reaching for his crop, he moved it alongside the chestnut and he sprang forward.

Alec was certain now that it was Abd-al-Rahman’s intention to run the others into the ground early in the race. And with the exception of the Black he was doing it, for the two were far in the lead. Alec wondered whether his horse could keep up with Sagr. The Black was galloping hard, and lather ran from his body.

The trail led up again at the end of the ravine, and Alec felt the Black gather himself and the surge of great muscles. He raised his hands and, responding, the stallion galloped up the trail.

Sweat ran from Alec’s body and painfully entered the open cuts he had suffered from the brush. Sagr was just ahead and Alec could hear the heaving of his body. They neared the top and Alec knew they had covered half the distance. Two more miles to go. He moved farther forward on the stallion’s neck and placed a hand on the wet coat.

Abd-al-Rahman’s swaying body disappeared from view as Sagr reached the summit. Alec knew that the trail would now lead down a short distance to the desert. It would be then that he would have to call upon the Black for every last bit of speed and stamina he had in his giant body.

As he reached the summit, he saw Sagr halfway across the open flat which led down to the desert. Suddenly there was the sharp crack of a gun and the dirt kicked up in front of Sagr! Alec pulled hard on the Black, slackening his speed. There was another shot! It came from the brush to the right of the flat, and Alec, turning quickly in his saddle, saw the outline of a man’s body. Ibn al Khaldun! Alec turned the stallion and bore down upon him.

The white-robed figure, intent upon bringing Abd-al-Rahman in his gun sights, did not see Alec until the black stallion was a short distance away from him. Then Ibn al Khaldun turned, fear showing in his swarthy face as the stallion swept toward him. Screaming, the Black reared with Alec clinging to his neck. Ibn al Khaldun stumbled on the brush and fell to the ground. Rolling quickly, he turned and pointed his pistol at the Black, who rose high above him with pawing hoofs. His pupils were dilated and blood and sweat ran down the fatty crevices of his face as his finger tightened on the trigger of his wavering gun. Alec jerked the stallion’s head, attempting to pull him to one side. Then the crack of a gun shattered the air.

The Black did not shudder. There had been no impact of bullet against flesh. Alec would have felt it had the bullet struck its mark! But how could Ibn al Khaldun have missed at this close range? The powerful forelegs of the stallion descended and struck the ground, close to the body of the Bedouin, who lay flat on his back, his arm outstretched and fingers still clasped on the butt of his gun. A dark red blotch spread slowly over his heart and his beady eyes were rolled back. Alec knew he was dead.

The Black struck at the prone body, the scent of Ibn al Khaldun strong in his nostrils. Pulling him away, Alec heard the sound of hoofs behind. Abd-al-Rhaman rode up, gun in hand, and Alec realized it had been his gun he had heard and not Ibn al Khaldun’s.

Without a word, Abd-al-Rahman jumped off Sagr’s sweating body and went to Ibn al Khaldun. He bent down over him a minute, then straightened and looked at Alec. Perspiration poured from his face and his black beard was wet. He said something in Arabic, then casting Ibn al Khaldun’s gun aside, he mounted Sagr. His gaze turned to the trail over which they had come. The ring of many hoofs against stone came to their ears. Nodding to Alec, Abd-al-Rahman raised his crop and then wheeled Sagr in a swirl of red dust.

Alec glanced at the lifeless body of Ibn al Khaldun and the fat face which was even more hideous and evil in death. The unwritten law of the desert had been enforced. The deaths of the mother and father of Abd-al-Rahman had been avenged by their son. Alec wheeled the Black and set out after Sagr.

He held the stallion back as they swept down the trail toward the desert which stretched out below them. He noticed that Abd-al-Rahman was now also saving Sagr for the race to come on the flat. The Bedouin sheikh glanced back more often, and Alec knew he wondered how much speed and stamina the Black had left. He had staked much on tiring him before they reached the desert. Alec smiled and was confident, for the Black was running well and pulling at his bit. It was a good sign.

Sagr had reached the desert and Abd-al-Rahman sat down to ride. Alec knew that he would not glance back again for there was but a mile and a half to go and he would drive Sagr hard to the finish.

The Black left the trail and pounded onto the desert. Stumbling as his hoofs sank into the sand, he recovered and drove forward. Alec moved forward in his saddle and gave the stallion his head. The Black extended his body and with long strides swept over the sand, scarcely touching the ground. Sixty yards ahead thundered Sagr, the white sand flying from beneath his hoofs.

The course led up the edge of the desert, the mountains rising high on the right, and nothing but the broad expanse of white burning sand to the left. Far ahead Alec could see the mountains as they descended to the Plain of Andulla over which they would ride to the finish.

A mile to go and the distance between Sagr and the Black had lessened. Abd-al-Rahman was using his crop lightly.

Alec had not yet called upon the Black for everything. He was content to let Abd-al-Rahman keep his lead until they entered the homestretch across the plain. The footing would be better on the hard ground.

As they swept onto the plain Abd-al-Rahman began using his whip, and under it Sagr pulled ahead again until twenty yards separated him from the Black. The finish was near now and a quarter of a mile ahead Alec could see the Bedouins swarming around the finish line. Moving forward in his saddle, he raised his hands and called upon the Black. “C’mon, fella,” he shouted into the leveled ears. “C’mon!”

Slowly, the giant stallion cut the lead. Slowly, he moved up behind Sagr. Powerful muscles heaved as the two horses extended themselves. Stride for stride they moved forward; and inch by inch the Black gained.

To one side Bedouins galloped, shouting and firing their guns. Several attempted to keep up with them, but even their fresh horses could not stand the swift pace and soon fell back.

Only two hundred yards to go. Alec could see the colored dresses of the women and distinguished the red headdress and gown of the old sheikh as he stood alone and apart from the others at the finish line.

Already the people were opening a path for them to gallop through. Alec knew that the time had come. Leaning forward, he called again to the Black and slapped him with his open hand. The stallion drew alongside Sagr and they rode neck to neck, stirrup to stirrup. Neither horse showed any sign of faltering as they galloped stride for stride, their strained bodies glistening with sweat and powdered with gray dust.

Entering the path to the finish line, Alec saw Abd-al-Rahman glance toward him, then his crop fell heavily on the chestnut’s flank. At the same time Alec slapped the Black’s neck. Simultaneously, both horses shot forward as though hurled from a giant spring. Thundering, they pounded down to the finish line. So close to the Black’s neck that his body was enveloped by the long flowing mane, Alec called upon his horse for the last time. Between his knees he felt the surge of powerful muscles as the Black extended himself. Slowly he inched ahead of Sagr until he was in front by a head … then a neck. As the Black forged ahead, Alec suddenly saw Sagr, his teeth bared, whip his head toward the Black’s neck in an attempt to ravage him! Screaming in anger, the black stallion turned upon Sagr. Alec jerked his horse’s head away from the chestnut, and as he did he saw Abd-al-Rahman lay his crop across Sagr’s muzzle. As the Black sprang forward, increasing his lead, Abd-al-Rahman’s eyes met Alec’s for a fraction of a second; then he raised his crop in a salute as the Black swept over the finish line.
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A week after the race Abd-al-Rahman came to the home of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak. With him he brought the fifteen horses which Abu Ishak had selected from his herd after the Black’s victory. Raj, who accompanied him, told Alec, “My brother says that the Sheikh Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak does not have faint eyesight when he looks for fine horses. He has taken the best of our stock.” He paused and smiled. “It will be different, the next race.… There will be no Shêtân.” Then he added admiringly, “That was a fine race you rode, Alec. My brother said that no Bedouin could have equaled it. He was very much impressed for he did not think you could handle the black stallion.”

“He is all horse, Raj, and we have gotten to know one another well.” Alec’s voice was soft as he added, “I wouldn’t be too sure about winning the next race. Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak will not sit idly through the next five years. No, Raj, the blood of the Black will be in the horse that Abu Ishak sends to the next race. You can be sure of that … and he, like the Black, will be hard to beat.”

Raj looked at Alec. “It will be difficult for you to leave him behind, will it not?”

Alec nodded. “But it is better … for he belongs here. I know that now.”

They walked to the porch of the big house in silence. Then Raj asked, “Will Mr. Volence take any of Abu Ishak’s horses back with him?”

“Yes, he has given him four.”

“Mr. Volence … he is pleased?”

“Very much,” Alec replied. “For they are four of Abu Ishak’s finest, and much better than any he had hoped to find in Arabia. We’re taking them with us tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Raj asked, his inquisitive brown eyes seeking those of his friend. “But that is too soon. Can you not stay longer? We could have many good times together now that there is peace between my family and that of Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak.” His voice lowered to a whisper. “Can you keep a secret, my friend? Ê … yes, you must, for if you do not and my brother hears of it, I fear he will send me back to Haribwan.”

“Sure, Raj. What is it?”

His friend’s voice was so low Alec could scarcely hear him. “There is to be a wedding,” he whispered. “My brother has asked the Sheikh Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak for the hand of his daughter, Tabari, and he has given his consent. My brother speaks to Tabari today, if he has not already, and if she agrees to become his bride there will be much feasting and celebration among our people. Could you not stay for it, Alec?”

Alec shook his head and smiled. “I’d like to, Raj, very much. But by starting tomorrow we’ll arrive at Aden in time to meet a freighter which Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak told us is scheduled to stop there in three weeks.” He paused. “I’m sure there will be a wedding for I saw your brother walking with Tabari a short while ago and she didn’t look as though she would refuse him.”

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak, with Henry and Mr. Volence, walked toward them from the direction of the stables. When he reached the porch steps the sheikh asked Alec to come with him into the library. There, he shut the door behind him and said, “I wish to have a few words with you, Alec, and would rather not have the others hear what I have to say.”

Alec sat down in the chair Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak offered him. He watched the sheikh as he stood silently looking out of the long window. Finally, turning to Alec, he spoke. “I need not tell you,” he said, “that I am very grateful.… That you know, I am certain. I know also of your great love for Shêtân, and his for you.” He paused, then after a few seconds continued. “It is not possible for me to give him to you, for to do that would be to throw away all the years of careful breeding that have been spent in the development of such a horse. And from Shêtân I must breed others.”

“I didn’t expect you to give me the Black …,” Alec interrupted. “I know how valuable he is to you. It isn’t necessary for you to explain.” He rose from his chair.

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak moved over to Alec and placed a hand on his shoulder. “There is just one thing more, Alec,” he said. “As you no doubt have guessed I now plan to place Shêtân in stud, and before many months there will be a foal.” He paused. “It will be yours, Alec, and I shall send it to you.”

“Y … You mean, sir,” Alec stared at him incredulously, “that it’ll be mine? The first foal by the Black …”

Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak smiled. “Yes, Alec, and out of Jôhar, the finest pure-blood Arabian in the world.”

“Gosh!” Alec said dazedly, walking to the window. The view overlooked the valley, and in the late afternoon sun he could see the grazing horses. Apart from the others stood the Black, his head raised high as he surveyed his herd. He, Alec Ramsay, was to have the Black’s first foal. His throat tightened at the thought. Perhaps it would be a colt … a son. The son of the Black! And it would be his, his alone … to raise, to take care of, and eventually to train for the track. What a horse he should be, with the Black for a sire and Jôhar for a dam! His eyes shining, he turned to Abu Ja‘ Kub ben Ishak and together they walked from the room.
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The gray gelding, Napoleon, was built from the ground up and butter fat. His roundness was not due to overfeeding or lack of exercise but to a most placid disposition and an ease of adapting himself to any kind of situation or way of life. He stood with one hind foot drawn in an easy, relaxed position and eyes half-closed. Only his long ears moved, and they just wobbled as if the weight of them was too much for him to bear at this particular moment. He was the picture of contentment; as peaceful as the June night which enveloped him. There was no reason for him to appear otherwise. He was perfectly happy with his life.

The grass of his paddock moved in the night breeze, giving it the soft, liquid motion of the sea. There were stars and a moon, and together they shone frostlike on the fences and roofs of the barns and main house a short distance away.

Finally the old gray roused himself to saunter about his paddock. His movements were slow and quiet. He was very particular in his choice of grass. He would stop only long enough to crop a few mouthfuls, then go on to other grasses that appealed more to his fancy and discriminating taste. But it wasn’t long before he returned to his favorite haunt beneath the billowing oak tree. He closed his eyes again.

All was quiet, and as it should be. The inky silhouette of a tall, black stallion moved in the adjacent paddock to his left. Teeth clicked sharply as the stallion cut the grass low and even.

The gray’s wobbling ears were keen, and by using them he followed the movements of the Black. He was well aware, too, of the whereabouts of the burly black horse in still another paddock, the one on his right. He had heard Satan snort a few moments ago.

The breeze became stronger, gently whipping his body with a shower of deep evening coolness. After the heat of day it felt very good. That there were no flies to bother him added to his enjoyment. For ideal comfort this was the way it should be. A fly-protected barn during the day, and at night the freedom of the paddocks. For several weeks now the horses had been allowed this privilege. It would continue as long as there was peace in the paddocks. All this the old gray knew very well; his vast experience told him so.

He knew why he occupied the paddock between the Black and Satan. To keep his head, to think for himself, to do what was expected of him … these things he had learned long ago. He did his duties willingly, whether he was on the track, helping to school young and eager yearlings in their first lessons, or here in the paddock, where he was ever watchful of the actions of mature stallions. Knowing that he was wanted, that he had a job to do, gave him a warm consciousness of virtue and well-being. He opened his eyes, took in the paddock fences, and then, as though receiving comfort and security from their great height, permitted his eyelids to drop again. This time he went fast asleep.

He awakened to the sound of a strong wind. The skies had turned black. The moon was blanketed by heavy, running clouds and the stars were mere pinpoints in the heavens, shedding no light below. The oak tree afforded the gray horse protection against the wind and he was loath to leave it. Besides, there was no reason for him to go. He need only stay here and wait out the wind. If it got worse and became a storm, he was certain that soon he would see the lights go on in the house and barn, and shortly thereafter he and the others would be taken into their stalls. He moved closer to the great trunk of the tree, and for a while just listened to the racing winds above him.

It was the wind and the blackness of the night that diverted Napoleon’s attention from the movements of the tall stallion in the next paddock. For a long while the Black had trotted lightly and warily along the fence, only his eyes disclosing the excitement that burned within him. He made no sound except for the slight, hushed beat of his hoofs over the grass. He did not shrill his challenge to the burly stallion two paddocks away from him. It was not yet time. The Black was clever and able to control the savage instinct that sought release within his great body.

The wind whipped his mane, and his tail, set high, billowed behind him. He stopped again to measure the height of the fence. In spite of his long limbs he had to stretch his head to touch the top board. He moved on to the front corner of the paddock, facing the barn. Once more he tested his strength against the center boards at this particular spot. They bent as they had before. He pushed harder this time. They cracked and split. He stopped using his strength, waiting almost cunningly until deciding on his next move. The fire in his eyes was mounting.

Carefully he lowered himself to the ground, pressing the weight of his body against the bottom board. Then he rolled away and struck a smashing blow against it with his hind feet. It split as had the others. Still on his back, he rolled back and forth, using his great body like a pendulum against the boards. But he did not ram his weight like a blundering bruiser. Instead, with cunning and skill he maneuvered his body, using pressure against the split boards only when he knew they were most apt to give completely. Finally they broke and were swept outward as he rolled under the top board. The Black was free of his confining paddock!

He got to his feet with the speed and agility of the wildest and most savage of animals. A striking change had swept over his glistening body. No longer was he calm and cunning, but trembling and brutally eager to kill. Gone was his domesticity and the inner control that had kept the fire from his eyes and given the coolness to his blood. Now he was inflamed with a terrible but natural instinct to do battle with another stallion. He turned his gleaming, red eyes on Satan, two paddocks beyond; then he hurled forth his screaming challenge, and its shrillness rose above the cry of the wind.

He was already on his way down the dirt road fronting the paddocks when the gray gelding came plunging to the fence. The stallion paid not the slightest attention to him. The gray ran with his ears back, his teeth snapping in rage between the boards because he knew the stallion’s savage intent, and could do nothing to keep him from the black horse beyond. The gelding stopped when he came to the end of his enclosure. He neighed loudly and incessantly, knowing this was the only useful thing he could do. But his warnings of the disturbed peace were deadened by the force of the wind. The house and barn remained dark.

Turning from the dirt road, the tall stallion ran down the corridor between the paddocks. Every possible precaution had been taken to make the paddocks foolproof, to keep one stallion from another, to forestall just such an emergency as this. The paddock fences were strong and high, the corridor wide. Yet the Black was loose, and in spite of the fence still separating him from Satan, his fury was not to be denied. He ran with reckless speed down the corridor and back again, once hurling himself against the fence, only to be repelled. He ignored the gray gelding, who followed his every move still neighing in rage. He had eyes only for the large black horse who stood so quietly in the center of his paddock. That Satan did not move, that he uttered no scream accepting the challenge, infuriated the tall stallion even more. His nostrils were distended in recognition of the hateful scent of his rival as he finally left the corridor and approached Satan’s paddock from the front.

He went to the fence screaming. Lifting his head, he touched his nose to the top board. Then he rose on hind legs to bring his forehoofs down upon it. He was terrible in his fury, but his act proved futile. Frenzied rage had replaced the cool cunning of his earlier behavior. He rose again, trying to batter down the fence, and his legs hurt from the crashing impact of his blows. The fence remained intact. He whirled while still at his utmost height, his hind legs pivoting his great body with uncanny grace and swiftness, then sending him away from the fence in long strides. It was less than a hundred feet to the barn, and there he stopped short with tossing head and mane. With no hesitation he whirled again and swept back, his strides lengthening with startling swiftness for so short a distance. He gathered his great body in front of the fence as though to jump it, but he never unleashed his spring. Instead he stopped short again, stomping the earth with both forefeet in his frenzy and frustration.

He turned to the left to run along the fence. He had passed the paddock gate when suddenly he felt the earth rise gradually beneath his running hoofs, and then descend abruptly. He went on for a short distance before stopping and going back to the elevated stretch of ground which was used in the loading and unloading of horses from vans. Now he was more quiet, more cunning. He walked up the gradual ascent to the flat summit of the grassy mound. For a moment he stood there, his wild eyes seeming to measure the distance to the fence. His added height enabled him to see over the top board, and he screamed again at the horse beyond. There was a new note to his whistle, for now he knew the battle was close at hand. Satan, too, was aware of it; he screamed for the first time … and his answer was as shrill, as terrible in its savagery as his challenger’s.

The Black turned, leaving the mound, and went once more as far as the barn. He whirled and bolted, picking up speed with every stride. He gathered himself going up the grassy incline. At the top he rose in the air, hurling himself forward, his legs tucked well beneath him. A hoof struck the top of the fence but did not upset him. He came down and, without breaking stride, raced forward to meet Satan.

He went only a short distance before he came to a plunging stop; the cool logic that had helped him win battles with other stallions came to the fore. His eyes were still blazing with hate, his ears were flat against his head. But when he moved again it was to circle his opponent with strides that were light and cautious.

Both fear and fire shone in Satan’s eyes. He did not want to fight yet he stood unflinching and ready. He was heavier than the Black, though not as tall. His bones were larger, his neck shorter and more bulging with muscle, his head heavier. Yet his great, thick body had the same fascination and swiftness of movement as the stallion who circled him. He had inherited these together with his tremendous speed from the Black, his sire. Now, keeping his bright eyes on his opponent, Satan began to move with him. He heard him scream again, and answered. He waited for the fight to be brought to him. He was ready.

Yet when the attack came, it was with the swiftness of light, and even though Satan had thought himself prepared he barely had time to rise and meet the horrible onslaught. Two raging furies, hateful to see, began a combat that would end only with the death of one!

The first light that went on was in the apartment over the broodmare barn, just past the main house. Seconds later a short, stocky man, wearing only pajamas and slippers, came running out the door. He moved ghostlike in the wind, his face as white as his disheveled hair. His bowlegs spun like wheels with his fast strides. He lost one flapping slipper. He kicked the other off without breaking his run. Only when he came to the main house did he stop, and then just for a second. Cupping large hands around his mouth, he let loose a scream in the direction of the open window on the second floor.

“Alec! Alec! Alec!”

The wind hurled his cries aside. He didn’t know if he’d been heard and he couldn’t wait to find out. He started running again, his blood hammering within his chest, but not from his exertion. His eyes were dimmed and wet, but not from the wind. He had just seen the Black clear the fence into Satan’s paddock. He knew what the consequences would be.

Nearing the fence, he saw the silhouette of the attacker circling Satan. He knew he was too late, that the clash of bodies would come in seconds. His face grew even paler, yet uncontrollable rage was there, too. His body and voice trembled as he roared, “Away! Away, you killer!” But he knew the Black didn’t hear him, and that even if he did the command would have little effect.

He ran to the stallion barn and flung open the door, looking for any weapons he might use. A leather riding whip hung on a peg in the entryway. He took it. A pitchfork stood by the door. He grabbed this, too, and ran outside again. Reaching the paddock gate, he pulled it open wide, and charged toward the black bodies now wrapped in a deadly embrace.

He screamed at them, but his voice was just a muted whisper beneath the crashing blows of forehoofs that pounded in furious battle. Suddenly, from their great height, the stallions toppled and fell, their bodies shaking the very earth. The man sprang forward, trying to get between them with his pitchfork. But their action was too fast and terrifying, and his efforts were futile. They bounded to lightning feet and clashed again, their heads extended long and snakelike as they sought with bared teeth to tear and rend each other.

Unmindful of his own safety, the man moved forward with his puny weapons. As yet neither stallion had drawn blood. But in a matter of seconds, if he couldn’t separate them, it would be too late. They were locked together, seemingly suspended in the air. Each sought the other’s windpipe for the vicious hold that would mean certain death. The man’s breath came in fast, hard gasps as he tried to thrust the pitchfork between them, to divert their attention to him. Even now he knew he could control Satan if he ever got the chance. But there would be no opportunity, not with the Black, that hellion, forcing the fight, determined on destruction!

The stallions lost their holds and came screaming down again. The Black whirled, letting fly his hind hoofs in an awful blow which, if it had landed full, would have sent Satan reeling. But the burly horse saw the hoofs coming. He shifted his great body with amazing agility, and the crashing hind legs only grazed him. Nevertheless, although he had avoided serious injury, the glancing blow sent him off balance. He stumbled and went down.

At this moment the man plunged forward, reaching the Black before he could whirl on the fallen horse. In his fury he used the leather riding whip, bringing it down hard again and again against the stallion’s lathered hindquarters. A great tremor racked the Black’s body as the blows landed. Suddenly he turned upon the man, all his savagery now directed at him.

With pitchfork extended the man fell back. He shouted futile commands as the stallion plunged toward him and then stopped before the steel prongs of the fork. The man knew his life was in great danger, yet he stole a second to glance at Satan, who was climbing to his feet. If only Satan would go through the open gate of the paddock! If only he could keep the Black away and get out himself! He backed toward the gate shouting, “Out, Satan! Out!” But the words barely left his lips before the Black came at him again, and he raised the pitchfork in his defense. He struck hard, viciously, and the stallion fell back.

The man saw Satan moving toward the gate. Then he saw Alec, running past the horse. He shouted the boy’s name and waited for him, without lowering his pitchfork.

Alec came to a stop. He stood still until he was certain the Black’s wild eyes were on him, then he walked forward, his bare feet making no sound.

Still pale with rage and terror, the man cried, “Take the whip, Alec! Use it on him if you have to!”

Without taking his eyes off the Black, Alec said, “If I did, he’d kill me, Henry. The same as he would have killed you.” He continued walking forward, talking to the stallion in a soft, low voice, and never raising it or his hand in a gesture of any kind. Only once did he interrupt his murmurings with a soft-spoken command. When he got close to the Black, he put his hand on the lathered halter. The stallion trembled, and for a moment his eyes gleamed brighter than ever. Alec gave the low command again, but the stallion drew back his head in an abrupt gesture of defiance.

Keeping his hand on the halter, Alec moved along with the stallion until he came to a stop. The boy waited patiently, his eyes never leaving those of his horse, his murmurings never ceasing. With a motion of his head, he indicated to Henry that he was to leave.

Alec turned the Black toward the upper end of the paddock, diverting his attention from Satan and Henry. With his free hand he tried to soothe the tossing head, and finally he got the stallion to take a few steps up the paddock. Then the Black stopped again, trying to turn his head.

Alec held him close, and waited for a while before leading him forward once more. Satan and Henry had left the paddock. It was a little easier now. The Black followed Alec for a moment before stopping again, this time to utter his short, piercing blast. Alec stood quietly beside him, the wind billowing his pajamas. He knew that in a little while the Black would calm down, and he would be able to take him into the barn. But right now he must go on as he was doing, talking to him, soothing him, and waiting.

He walked him again, and as he did, he tried to understand the reason for the Black’s sudden, vicious attack on Satan. For many months his horse had been all a well-mannered stallion should be. Why, then, had he reverted to the role of a killer tonight? And what were he and Henry going to do about it?
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Alec stood outside the heavy oak door of the Black’s stall. He heard him rustling his straw, and through the iron-barred window watched him move restlessly about. The fierce light had left the stallion’s eyes, and Alec knew that in a few minutes it would seem as if he had never shown rage, as if his fury had never been aroused. Yet within him that savage, natural instinct to kill would live, smoldering and waiting for some spark to set it aflame again. It would never die.

Alec turned from the Black to watch Henry in his never-ending walk up and down the long corridor, his voice still raised in furious tirade against the stallion. As with the Black, it would take a little while for Henry to quiet down, thought Alec. He’d be able to talk to him sensibly then. But not now. Now he could only listen, and wait.

Henry came down the corridor. “He would have killed Satan! In another minute he’d have done it!” He turned on his heel quickly with only a glance at Alec. Again he walked up the corridor, his bare grass-stained feet making no sound. “He would have killed me, too! Just like that!” He snapped his large, rugged fingers.

Henry passed Napoleon’s stall. The old gray had his large head down as though he were assuming all blame for the night attack and thought that Henry’s loud denuciation was meant for him alone. Satan was in a stall at the far end of the barn, and only there did Henry come to a stop, to speak softly. There was no doubt of his love for Satan. It was in his eyes and voice for anyone to see. He had raised Satan from a colt. He had trained him carefully and wisely, making him a perfect racing machine, a great champion.

Alec waited, never moving from the Black’s door while Henry resumed his pacing. The overhead lights were harsh and cruel to his old friend. They emphasized the deep lines in Henry’s face and his dropped jowls. They made his disheveled hair look whiter and thinner.

A few more trips up and down the corridor, and then Henry’s pace slowed. There were longer lapses between his sentences. Alec knew that it wouldn’t be long now before they’d be able to discuss intelligently the Black’s vicious attack on Satan, the reasons for it, and the precautionary measures that must be taken to prevent its happening again. Finally, Henry came to a stop before him.

“You’ve said nothing, Alec, nothing at all! Don’t you realize what he did? What could have happened to Satan?”

“And to you,” Alec added. “Yes, I know, Henry.”

Henry’s jaw came out, his unshaven face bristling with stiff, gray hair. “Then why do you take it so calmly, just as though you didn’t care?”

“I do care, I’m not calm. But shouting’s not going to help us work it out.”

“It helps me!” Henry bellowed. He turned fiercely and went up and down the corridor again. When he came back he said bitterly, “Okay, Alec, let’s have it your way, then. You want to sit down nice-like and talk it all over quietly as if we’re just havin’ a little trouble with an unruly yearling.” His jaw quivered while he paused for breath. When he spoke again, all his anger and fury had returned. “Get smart, Alec! This is no yearling we’re dealin’ with. Get smart before he kills all of us!”

Alec’s mouth tightened, and white showed at his cheekbones. He kept quiet. He had to understand Henry, just as he did the Black. He had to remember never to force an issue with either of them. Trying to push them around, battling their wills, would get him nowhere. Ask them nicely and he had a chance.

Henry had turned to the Black’s window, and was watching the tall stallion. “It’s not as if this fight was something that just flared up in a moment,” the trainer said. “This took time, a lot of time, a lot of planning. It took cunning to break down the fence, and then find a way into Satan’s paddock. His attack was no sudden, natural urge to fight another stallion, but the methodical, vicious, premeditated scheme of a murderer!”

For a moment the barn was quiet and they could hear the wind blowing outside.

Alec said, “Where’d we get the Black, Henry?”

The trainer’s small, boring eyes left the stallion. “You’re being silly. What do you mean where’d we get him?”

“Just that, Henry. We got him in Arabia. He was foaled and raised in the Great Desert, the Rub’ al Khali.”

“I know all that.”

“I thought maybe you’d forgotten,” Alec said.

“Forgotten?” Henry sought an explanation in Alec’s eyes. “Forgotten that he was desert born? What do you take me for, Alec?” He raised his voice a pitch higher. “Do you think that excuses him for this? Wasn’t Satan desert born, too?”

“Satan came to us as a weanling,” Alec said quietly. “He had a chance. The Black was a mature stallion, never fully broken, never handled. And, Henry, he had roamed the desert free for a long while. Have you forgotten that?”

“I tell you I haven’t forgotten anything,” the old man said. Some of the harshness was gone from his voice. “I know further that he’s your horse completely, that no other person in this world can do as much with him. But Alec …”

“Do you remember my telling you what happened the first time I ever saw him,” Alec interrupted, “the day they were loading him on board my ship when it stopped at that Arabian port on the Red Sea?”

Henry shook his head in disgust. “Alec, if you’re going to bother tellin’ me the whole story of the Black again, you’d better just save your breath an’ I’ll save you some time. I know he was stolen from the Arab sheik, Abu Ishak, and put aboard your ship. I knew it went down off the west coast of Spain and you and the Black were the only survivors. An’ if he hadn’t pulled you to that reef of an island somewhere out there you wouldn’t be around now to be talkin’ this way.” Henry paused for breath. “I know, too, that if you hadn’t found food for him on the island, he wouldn’t be any more yours than he’s mine or anyone else’s. A hungry animal is a tame animal. I’ve seen it happen before. Sure, I’ll admit he loves you now, but never forget that your finding something for him to eat when he was starving made it all possible.”

“I wasn’t going into all that,” Alec said.

“You brought it up,” Henry insisted, his mouth less tight now. “I’ll finish it. I don’t want you to think I’ve forgotten anything,” he added sarcastically. “When you came back to the States with him, I met you and him for the first time. I knew what kind of a horse you had better’n you did. We raced him once and there never was or will be another race like it. Then we lost him because his rightful owner, Abu Ishak, came to reclaim him. Later on he sent you Satan as your reward, and then when Abu died he willed you the Black, so we got him back again.”

Henry stopped. “Am I making sense, Alec? Isn’t my memory still good?”

Alec nodded, and tried to interrupt. “All I wanted to say, Henry, was …”

“Let me finish, Alec. So we had the Black and Satan, and we made a world champion of Satan. It enabled us to set up this place.” Henry’s hands went out in a great gesture. “We have one of the country’s finest stock farms and racing stables. Sure, Alec, we’ve arrived in the big time, and we’re more than payin’ our way along. An’ we owe it all to the Black and Satan. Without them you and I would be back in the suburbs of New York City. You ridin’ subways instead of horses, and me sittin’ in a chair tryin’ to remember the old days when I was a lot younger and had a way with horses. Sure and I’d be grievin’ about it being all over.”

Henry paused for a moment, his yellowing teeth biting into his lower lip. Then he went on. “But what has all that got to do with what happened tonight, Alec? How does all this business of remembering what’s happened before, and appreciating what we have now, got to do with the viciousness, the ruthlessness of what he did tonight?”

“It helps us to understand him and the reasons for his attack on Satan.”

“But I do understand,” Henry came back, emphasizing every word, every letter. “That’s what I’ve been telling you.”

“You do now, but you didn’t. Not a few minutes ago,” Alec said. “You didn’t give yourself a chance.”

“So I blew off steam,” Henry said.

“So you did,” Alec agreed. “And now you’re all quieted down.”

“All quieted down,” Henry repeated. “If we’re goin’ to talk any more let’s go into the office. Let the horses get some quiet, too.”

They left the corridor, turning off the light behind them, and entered the barn’s office. As Henry sat down in the deep cushioned chair behind the desk, Alec straddled a straight chair before it.

“You still haven’t let me say what I wanted to,” Alec said. “About what happened the time I first saw the Black.”

“He was a terror on the pier,” Henry recalled.

“More than that. He killed a man,” Alec returned quietly.

Henry’s face became taut. “Yes, I remember you told me that.”

“I told you why he did it, too, didn’t I?”

Henry nodded. “Someone used a whip on him.”

“That’s right,” Alec said. “And you used one on him tonight. That’s why he turned on you.”

“But what was I going to do, Alec? He was about to kill Satan!”

“I know, but the point is, you forgot. He would have taken anything else from you but a whip. You’ve never had any trouble with him before.”

“All right, I forgot,” Henry said brusquely. “But where do we go from here? What are we going to do about him?”

“Nothing. There’s nothing we can do except always keep his background in mind, and never forget it. I think we’ve both been inclined lately to do just that.”

“He’s given us every reason to forget what he was,” Henry insisted. “He’s been easy to handle, and a good-mannered stallion. At times he’s been just as nice as Satan. He’s taken to stable routine like a park hack.”

“That’s just it,” Alec said. “He’s been good too long. The break had to come sometime, and it came tonight. Unfortunately, neither of us was figuring on such a thing happening. We’re as much to blame.”

Henry left his chair to walk nervously about the room. His eyes swept over the walls, taking in the numerous championship plaques that had been awarded to Satan during his racing career. “Do you think he’s gotten it out of his system for a while, then?” he asked.

“I don’t know, Henry. Maybe. Maybe not. I don’t think there’s any way of telling for sure.”

“Then the only thing we can do is to isolate him until we find out,” the trainer said. “Put him in one of the far pastures or keep him in the barn most of the time.”

“Isolation might make things worse,” Alec said quietly.

“I know, but we can’t take any chances of him gettin’ to Satan again.”

Alec’s gaze left Henry and shifted to the east window. The horizon was turning a dull gray. Soon the day would begin. There was no sense in going back to bed now. In a little while it would be time to feed the broodmares and their colts, to handle the weanlings and yearlings, to do the many other endless tasks that went with the operation of a stock farm. Routine and schedules. Regular hours for feeding, handling, cleaning and training. But in spite of all this his days were never dull. Every colt and filly, every broodmare and stallion was an individual to be treated in his or her own special way to obtain best results. Yet there were only so many hours in a day, with so many jobs to be done. Keep to a schedule and one finished in time for bed.

Hearing the Black neigh jolted Alec’s mind back to the problem at hand. If the stallion were a person, one would say he was tired of routine, tired of the regularity of his daily schedule. All right, Alec thought, say it.… He’s bored! Say it and get it over with! Not so long ago the Black had roamed the Great Desert of Arabia, wild and free. Now he was being treated like the most domesticated of farm animals. Was it any wonder that he had revolted against it all? Wasn’t it, indeed, a wonder that he hadn’t revolted long before tonight? The Black needed freedom, a freedom he couldn’t have here no matter what arrangements were made!

“Henry …”

“Yeah?”

“What do you do when you get pretty fed up with farm routine?” Alec asked.

Henry looked puzzled. He walked around to the front of the desk and then sat down again, hoping to meet Alec’s gaze. But the boy’s eyes were fixed on the desk.

“You can’t say I get fed up,” Henry said. “I like it here. I just need a change every once in a while.”

“So you take one or more of our horses to the track for a season’s campaign.”

“Sure, Alec. That’s part of my job here. Racing helps to pay our bills.” Henry grinned sheepishly. “But what are you driving at?”

“The point I’m trying to make is that you’d be a pretty unruly guy if you couldn’t get back to the track once in a while.”

“Naturally. It’s been an important part of my life for some fifty years. It’s me.”

“It’s the Black, too,” Alec said quietly.

“Racing?” Henry asked incredulously. “Are you out of your mind, Alec? He’s not controllable on a track. You know that as well as I do.”

“I didn’t mean racing,” Alec said quickly. “But just as training and racing are important to you, freedom is necessary to the Black.”

Henry laughed. “Sure,” he said, “but what do you want to do? Turn him loose to roam wherever he pleases?”

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

“You’re kidding.” But the smile left Henry’s lips when he met Alec’s gaze. “Can’t you just see him running around the countryside? Maybe he’ll even head down the Parkway to New York City for a look at the race tracks.”

“Now you’re trying to be funny,” Alec said.

“Okay, I was tryin’,” Henry returned gravely. “But you suggested this, so let’s hear you come up with some kind of an explanation.”

“He needs a change from the routine and daily schedule he’s had here at the farm. He’s behaved himself for a long, long while but tonight was the turning point. We won’t have a moment’s peace around here from now on. I’m convinced of that, now that I’ve thought it all over. Give him some freedom, a chance to roam and be on his own again, and it’ll get a lot out of his system. He’ll come back a better horse for it.”

“Come back? Come back from where?”

“How about Bill Gallon’s place in southern California?”

“The Desert Ranch? You mean, Alec, you want to send him way out there? Why?”

“Because Bill Gallon has several thousand fenced acres of desert and irrigated pastureland,” Alec said quietly. “The Black would have something like his homeland. He’d have freedom to roam. It’s the closest thing I can think of to what he needs right now. Do you think Bill would let us turn him out there for a month, maybe two months?”

“Of course. He’s one of my best friends, isn’t he? But, Alec …” Henry paused. “You really think that’ll do the trick? You just want him turned loose?”

“That’s all,” Alec said. “It’ll be enough.

“You should go with him. He’s your horse.”

Alec’s gaze dropped to the huge desk in front of him. “I’ll take him out there, anyway.”

“And then come back?” Henry asked.

“Yes, just as soon as I know everything is all right.”

“Why don’t you stay with him?”

“You know why, Henry.”

“Your work here?”

Alec nodded.

Henry was quiet for a few minutes, but his eyes never left Alec’s face. Finally he said, “Maybe you need a change, too.”

“No, I’m fine.”

“But you’ll miss him.”

“Sure.”

“And he’ll miss you.”

“He’ll be too happy, too free to miss anybody,” Alec said.

“Having just you around would make his freedom all the more exciting,” Henry said. “Just the two of you, like it was at first.”

Alec smiled. “You’re getting sentimental, Henry.”

“Sure, but I’d like to see you go with him, if you’re serious about all this.”

“I’m serious, all right.”

Henry stood up. “He’s your horse, so you stay with him. I’ll take over your jobs here, and with your dad and Jinx to help I’ll have no trouble. In fact, it’ll do me good to assume some responsibility around here for a change.”

Alec rose from his chair. “No, Henry. I’ll come back.”

“So you think you’re indispensable?”

“No, it isn’t that.”

“Sure it is, and that’s a bad state of mind.” Henry came around the desk, and took Alec by the arm. “If the Black goes, you go, too … and you stay with him until he comes back. That’s decided. Now let’s get out of these pajamas.”

As they left the office Alec asked, “Will you call Bill Gallon today to see if it’s all right with him?”

“Sure. When do you want to leave?”

“As soon as we can charter a plane. The sooner the better, now that we’ve decided to get him out of here.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” Henry returned. “No sense puttin’ it off, not after tonight.”

After Henry had left, Alec stood for a few minutes in the darkened corridor. The air was heavy with the smells of oiled leather, and soap, and hay, and grain. All this had become so much a part of him. Wouldn’t he worry about the mares and their foals, and the yearling colts and fillies while he was away? He supposed so, but it was needless. There was competent help here and, as Henry had said, no person was indispensable.

He heard the Black nickering, and his heart pounded while he thought of the two of them being alone again. Remember the island? Remember his first ride on the Black? Remember Arabia? Remember riding the Black across the desert and the steady beat of the stallion’s hoofs in the sand? Yes, in spite of his love for the farm, it would be good to be alone with his horse again. Like the Black, he wanted to be free for a while.

Without turning on the lights, he walked down the long corridor. He’d tell the great stallion what they were going to do, and somehow the Black would understand. Not from his words, but through some other way, which he himself didn’t understand and could only accept.
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Two days later they stood within the close confines of a plane that had been specially equipped for the air transportation of horses. The floor of the horse pullman was lower than in passenger planes, providing additional head space, and the Black stood cross-tied in a boxed stall. He had given Alec no trouble while being loaded, following him up the ramp docilely and hesitating only before the rooftop doorway that had been raised high to give him more headroom upon entering the plane.

Now Alec adjusted the meshed-rope sling before the stall so his horse could more easily get at the hay it held. The Black pulled a mouthful from the sling, but held the hay between his lips without chewing, his large eyes wandering over the interior of the plane. He pawed for a while at the wood shavings beneath his hoofs, found the rubber matting beneath, and then his gaze finally returned to Alec. He began chewing the hay.

Henry said, “Until they find a better way of securing a horse inside a plane, air-shipping isn’t for me.”

Alec watched the stallion shift his weight from one side of his close stall to the other, and then shake his head as much as his tie ropes would allow. “They secure them as well as possible,” Alec said. “Give a horse no room to move at all, and you’ll only have more trouble.”

“I suppose so,” Henry admitted. He paused. “Well, Alec, I guess this is it for a while.” His smile belied the soberness he felt. “You two have a good vacation, and don’t worry about the farm. We’ll do all right. You give my best to Bill. Tell him I’ll be out there one of these days.”

“I will, Henry.”

“And be careful.”

The captain and co-pilot came up the ramp and into the plane. “We’re ready whenever you are,” the captain said.

Henry slapped Alec gently on the back. “Okay, kid, have a good trip.”

Alec walked to the ramp with him. “We’ll be out there and all settled down by morning,” he said. “That’s the beauty of flying.”

“Yeah, but you keep your eye on him every minute.”

“Sure, but he’ll give me no trouble. He’s been up before and knows what it’s all about.”

“I know,” Henry said. He stopped at the doorway. “Feed him light. Don’t overload his stomach up there. It’s no place for him to get sick. Keep the blanket on him. It’s bound to be a little drafty. Keep him warm.”

“Yes, Henry.” Alec pushed his friend onto the ramp. “If you don’t get going, I’ll start advising you on the care and feeding of the horses back at the farm.”

Henry grunted. “That’s not necessary.”

“I know.” Alec smiled.

Upon reaching the ground, Henry helped close the portable lightweight ramp and get it inside the plane. The captain went to his compartment, but the co-pilot stayed behind to shut the rooftop doorway.

Alec went to his horse. The plane’s takeoff might bother the Black a little.

“You’ll be all right?” the co-pilot asked.

“Sure.”

The man’s eyes were on the stallion. “I’ve always wanted to see the Black,” he said. “I saw him beat Cyclone and Sun Raider in that big match race in Chicago some years ago. I’ll never forget it.”

“Nor I,” Alec said.

“You never raced him again after that one, did you?”

“No.”

The co-pilot left, closing the door of the compartment behind him. The plane’s engines shattered the quiet, sputtered, then settled into a steady drone. A few moments later they were moving and the Black shifted his weight to keep his balance.

“Easy, boy,” Alec said softly.

Suddenly the plane came to a stop again, its engines slowing to idling speed. The cabin door opened, and the co-pilot returned.

“Your friend is out there shouting his head off about some keys … keys to the van, I believe he said.”

Alec’s hand went to his pocket. He’d forgotten to give Henry the ignition keys. He remembered, too, that in his wallet he was carrying the registration licenses for the van and all the other farm vehicles. Henry might need them during his absence. Quickly he took all his money from the wallet and, putting the keys inside, handed the wallet to the co-pilot. “You can throw him this,” he said. “And if he can hear you, tell him all the registration licenses are there, too. He can send me my wallet later.”

The co-pilot left, and a few minutes later the plane was once more moving out to the airport’s runway. Through the small windows, Alec caught a glimpse of Henry waving at them. Fortunately, Henry had only a short drive back to the farm from the local airport. He’d be home in time to see that the horses were all taken care of for the night.

But I’m supposed to be forgetting all that, Alec thought. This is our vacation.

The plane stopped again at the head of the runway. Its engines idled, and then after a few minutes they were revved up high. The plane shook with thunderous vibrations. Snorting, the Black pulled hard on his tie ropes, and Alec’s hand went to him. The boy began talking to soothe the Black, and continued while the plane fled down the runway to become airborne.

Only soft vibrations were felt as they climbed. The engines, too, were quieter. Alec pulled the sliding blankets up on the Black’s neck, making his horse more comfortable. There was nothing to take him away from his horse now, no other job to be done except to care for the Black. It was truly as it had been at the beginning, and it would go on and on for many wonderful weeks. He thought of the times they would share together again, and told the Black of them, knowing the stallion understood everything he said. It was a language all their own. It didn’t necessarily consist of words, for Alec relied mainly on touches and soft sounds and quick movements of the eyes.

Alec told the Black of long days of bright sunshine with endless miles before him, of great hills and mountains showing blue against a pale sky, and beyond all these the desert that would be so bare and clean beneath his feet. He spoke of the nights, too, the network of millions and billions of delicate stars that would be his roof as he rested after hard, exciting days. He didn’t mention the fences that would keep him within Bill Gallon’s ranch. There was no need. With thousands of wild acres to roam it would be as though there were no fences. Yet for Alec it was a comfort to know they were there, that somewhere on the Desert Ranch he would always be able to find the Black.

The stallion had settled down, and was pulling at his hay. Alec left him to get a drink of ice water from the cooler at the far end of the plane. He came back to sit on the tack trunk, thinking of how Henry had insisted upon his taking it, and how needless its contents were. He would use no brushes and currycombs on the stallion, no saddle or bridle when he rode him, no blankets at night. He would use nothing to remind the Black of the domesticity that had been left behind. The great stallion would be turned completely free, and Alec decided that he would not force himself upon the Black. The stallion would be ridden only when he asked for it, and Alec would know the signs.

The Black whinnied, and thrust his tongue out. Alec pulled it, then let go. The Black withdrew his tongue. This was a game they played. It meant there was no need for alarm or uneasiness. The Black was happy … and so was Alec, incredibly happy. The hours sped by, with the plane losing its race against a fast-dropping sun.

They refueled west of Chicago, and when they took to the air again it was through the dark sky of night. Alec hadn’t left the plane or the Black’s side during their short stop. He had given him a little grain, a little water, nothing more.

Long hours and miles passed as their flight progressed ever westward. The tall stallion had his eyes closed. Alec went over to the bucket seat at the side of the stall. He put a blanket on the metal seat and sat down, trying to make himself comfortable. He closed his eyes, but couldn’t sleep. So he thought again of the new life that would begin for him and the Black within a few more hours. Or really had begun! Their old life at the farm was already many hours behind them.

Here he was alone with his horse, the finest stallion in the world and still the fastest. Henry might not think so. Henry would say that there never had been a horse with more speed than Satan, never would be. And the racing world would probably agree with him. But with Satan retired from racing, the fans would forget him, too, just as they had the Black. There were younger horses coming up each year to hold their attention. New track records were already being made. New champions were being crowned. Night Wind, owned by the High Crest Ranch in Texas, had been named “Horse-of-the-Year” after last winter’s racing campaign. Soon the track experts would think of Satan only as a sire, just as they did the Black. There was no doubt that the Black was already proclaimed by all as a great sire. He had given them the champions Satan and Bonfire and Black Minx, and in the paddocks back at the farm were other colts and fillies, all promising in their own right.

But for a while, Alec thought, I can forget all that. Now the Black can be just another horse, roaming at will and running as he was born to run. No duties, no routines, no schedules.

Suddenly their steady flight was disturbed. The plane bucked, almost sending Alec out of his seat. There was a scrambling of the Black’s hoofs as he sought to keep his balance. The plane leveled off, only to lurch again a few moments later. Alec left his seat to go to the Black’s head. He was quieting him when the compartment door opened and the captain came inside.

“There’s a storm to our south,” he said. “We’re skirting the edges of it. Had to change our course and come up more to the north.”

“Where are we now?” asked Alec.

“Over western Nebraska. I doubt that the weather will get any rougher than it is now, but maybe you’d better sit down and fasten your seat belt.”

“No, I’d better stick close to him,” Alec said.

“Is he all right?”

Alec nodded. “Just a little uneasy.”

After the captain left, Alec stayed close to the Black, talking to him constantly as the plane’s bucking continued. For over an hour it went on, and the Black didn’t like it. He had trouble keeping on his feet, and his eyes were bright and startled.

Alec became uneasy. He knew the pilots were doing their best to keep the plane steady, that there was nothing to fear from the weather itself. But the Black was getting worked up. His head felt damp, and his small ears flicked back and forth. Alec felt the mounting warmth of his great body through the blankets that covered him.

He sought to comfort him, using every trick he knew. It wasn’t that he was afraid the Black would break completely out of control. He was more worried about the moistness of his head, the heat of his body. A hot horse in a cool, drafty plane could result in complications. He rubbed the stallion’s muzzle, trying to get him to stick out his tongue in play. But the Black would have none of it now. The floor of the plane suddenly dropped from beneath them, and the stallion’s legs shifted again, spreading wide and trembling. Once more the plane steadied but additional harm had been done. The Black snorted and shook his head, pulling hard against the tie ropes. His long forelock was damp with sweat.

Alec drew the blankets higher on the Black’s neck. He talked to him, remembering to ask, not demand. He pleaded with him in their own special way. He sought the stallion’s complete attention, his confidence, quietly reassuring him that there was nothing to fear. And slowly, very slowly, his soft sounds and movements had their effect upon the great stallion. The Black shook his head less often, and his body, though still hot, ceased to tremble. He stopped pulling on the ropes and kept his legs wide apart, waiting and ready for the next sickening drop of the plane. His eyes remained on Alec.

The captain came back again. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It was worse than I’d expected it to be. But we’re just about out of it now. Is everything all right with you?” He looked at the Black’s glistening head with uneasy eyes.

“It was rough for a while, but he’s all right now, I think,” Alec said. “Where are we?”

“Over western Wyoming. The Rockies are just ahead, so we’ll be climbing. Come up forward when you get a chance, and take a good look at the country. It’s really rugged, but beautiful.”

When he was alone once more, Alec felt the plane’s ascent as the pressure in his ears increased. The flight was now smooth, and the Black quiet. He wiped the stallion as dry as he could, and put another blanket on him to keep him warm. Then, knowing that his horse was thirsty, he went to the ten-gallon can of water he had brought along, and poured a little into a pail. He tested it to make certain it was as warm as he wanted it. Nothing cold should go into the Black’s stomach now.

It took only a few swallows for the stallion to finish the water Alec offered him. Then he whinnied, shoving his slender nostrils against the side of the pail. He was heated. He wanted more.

“In a little while you can have it,” Alec said, “but not now.”

There was a new note to the engines. The humming rose to a greater pitch as the plane slanted ever upward. Alec sat down in his bucket seat. The Black was quiet. There was nothing more for him to do.

The door of the forward compartment opened, and the co-pilot said, “The captain would like you to come up and take a look at what’s ahead of us.”

“Thanks, but I don’t want to leave him alone.”

The co-pilot came inside. “I’d be glad to sit with him a few minutes. It would be something to tell my kids, that I was baby-sitting the Black tonight.”

Alec smiled and turned to the stallion. The Black’s eyes were half closed. It would be safe to leave him. He got to his feet. “Okay,” he said, “I’ll just take a quick look and come right back.”

He left the compartment door open in order to catch any sound from the Black, any call from the co-pilot. Ahead, he saw the captain’s silhouette against the lighted instrument panel. Outside the great windshield were the mountains. The air was like polished crystal, and a full moon brought out in sharp relief the towering and jagged peaks that reared in the night sky.

The captain kept the plane in its steady climb. “Sit down over there,” he said, motioning to the co-pilot’s seat. “Ahead of us is the Wind River Range.”

Below the jumbled mass of rock, Alec could see the endless woods with their deep gullies and ridges. The land looked so wild and desolate. Yet every once in a while, he could make out the few lights of scattered towns, and occasionally, too, the pinpoints of a car’s headlights moving along some mountain road.

The captain was telling him to look at an avalanche scar on a peak just ahead of them, when Alec heard the sharp ring of a pail striking metal. He turned quickly, and then got up, hurriedly leaving the compartment.

The co-pilot was setting the water pail to one side of the stall when Alec reached him. The boy turned to the Black and touched him, to find his lips cold and dripping. His own stomach churned as he reached for the pail.

“He was thirsty,” the co-pilot was saying. “He drank a whole pailful.”

Alec didn’t look at him. He tested what little water was left in the pail. Ice cold! He flicked a glance at the water cooler at the far end of the plane. That’s where the co-pilot had gotten it. Ice-cold water, the worst thing the Black could have had at this time.

“I’m sure going to have something to tell the kids when I get home,” the co-pilot added. “Everyone in the neighborhood will know that I tended the Black. Well, I’ll get back now. Thanks a lot for letting me stay with him.”

Alec said nothing. His eyes never left the Black. In five or ten minutes he’d know if the worst was going to happen. Fifteen minutes at the most. His heart pounded, choking the breath from him. Cramp colic always came soon and suddenly, if it came at all. He’d seen horses with it before, horses with careless handlers who had given their charges long drinks of cold water when the animals were warm, or had ridden them, when heated, through deep streams or cold rains. The result was spasms of the small intestines, causing intense pain. Although most painful, this form of colic was scarcely ever fatal if one had the services of a veterinarian to give injections that would stop the pain, and one was able to walk his horse, keeping him on his feet, so he could not roll and rupture his stomach or bowels.

But what could he do here in the confines of this plane, thousands of feet above a mountainous wilderness? If cramp colic did come, what would he do?

He felt his self-confidence ebbing. He stood there, watching the Black, hoping desperately that nothing was going to happen. Angrily, he shook off his feeling of helplessness. Going to the tack trunk, he took out a bottle of medicine he had used before on colicky horses while awaiting the arrival of a veterinarian. He removed another blanket and a bottle of liniment, placing them on top of the trunk, and then he went back to the stallion. The Black was quiet, even drowsing. Perhaps … He looked at his watch. Ten minutes had gone by. He left the Black to go quickly into the pilots’ compartment.

They had their backs to him, the co-pilot wearing his radio headset. They did not know he was there until he said, “I might have a sick horse.”

Surprised by his presence, they turned simultaneously. “Sick?” the captain asked, studying Alec’s face. “How sick?”

“Bad, if it comes at all.”

“Then he isn’t sick now?”

“No.”

“How do you know he will be?”

“I don’t know for sure. But you’d better get to the nearest airport anyway.”

The captain tried to smile. “You’re kidding. We’re over the roughest part of the trip.”

“I’m not kidding,” Alec said. “It’s cramp colic, and if it comes I won’t be able to control him.”

“You mean …” The captain stopped, his face turning white. “How long do we have?”

“A matter of minutes now, longer only if I can keep control.” Alec’s eyes met the captain’s. “We’ve got to get down.”

Turning away, the captain opened the throttle and kicked the plane hard to the right. Through the windshield Alec saw the spinning peaks below.

“Give me an hour,” the captain said. “I’ll need an hour. There’s a small airport behind us.” He turned to his co-pilot. “Get them on the radio. Tell them we’ll be coming in, and why.”

“Yes, sir.”

Alec returned to the Black. The stallion had his small head raised. He whinnied as Alec came toward him. He put out his tongue. Alec pulled it, then let go.

A few minutes went by with Alec praying that he was all wrong, that nothing was going to happen. He was conscious of the racing engines and in silent prayer urged them to still greater speed. Only when he and the Black were on the ground would his deathly fear leave him. With or without a veterinarian’s services he’d have a chance there. On the ground he might be able to work the pain out of the stallion. But not up here. Here, if it came, the results would be fatal to all of them.

For another minute it was quiet except for the roaring engines, and then the Black stopped his tongue play to stamp his feet impatiently. He pulled on the tie ropes, trying to turn his head to look at his stomach.

Alec’s face turned pale. Here were the first symptoms of cramp colic! “No, boy, no,” he said. Tears came to his eyes, and he roughly brushed them away. He rubbed the Black’s muzzle. The stallion stomped again, harder this time. The pains had begun; they’d get more severe with every successive minute now.

Alec turned away, opened the compartment door, and shouted, “It’s started!” He closed the door, not knowing if they’d heard him, and realizing it didn’t matter. The pilots were doing all they could to get to an airport. The rest was solely up to him. He got the bottle of medicine from the trunk and returned to the Black’s head. The pain was beginning to show in the stallion’s eyes. They were large and bright, the pupils dilating more and more.

Alec was careful with the medicine. Seldom had it been necessary to give the Black any drugs, and never had it been easy. Talking to the stallion, he moved to the side of his head, letting the fingers of one hand creep up to the Black’s mouth. In his other hand he had the bottle, holding it low to keep the stallion from seeing it while he opened his mouth. He was bringing it up when the Black tossed his head, striking Alec’s hand and sending the bottle crashing against the floor. It was the only colic medicine Alec had.

The Black struggled as the spasms increased in their violence. He plunged, and the tie ropes strained but held. He pawed furiously, and then tried to get down to roll, straining the ropes again. Through the heavy blankets covering him came large and ever-widening splotches of sweat.

Alec ran to get more dry blankets and the liniment. Returning to the Black, he threw the blankets over the heaving body to induce more perspiration; then, unmindful of his own safety, he went inside the close stall and began rubbing liniment on the stallion’s stomach.

The Black was beside himself with pain. He knew no master, no love or tolerance, nothing but the terrible spasms that racked his stomach. He sought to rid himself of them by violent action. His thin, delicate head was wrought with veins that were bulging, almost bursting with his heated blood. He snorted, gathering himself back on his haunches as if for a mighty leap. His body quivered, and froth showered from gaping mouth and nostrils.

“Black … oh, Black. I’m sorry, sorry.…” But Alec’s words, repeated over and over in his terrible misery, went unheard. Pain had closed the stallion’s eyes and ears, blinding him, deafening him to all he knew and loved.

Suddenly the Black flung himself forward, and the stall door latch gave way beneath his great strength and weight. The tie ropes held, but his halter broke at the buckle, and the leather hung loosely upon his head. He stood still for a moment, not realizing he was free.

Alec ran to the door of the pilots’ compartment and, opening it, shouted, “Get down, down! Now!”

He shut the door again, and turned to find the Black bolting forward in a mighty leap. His loose blankets caught on the stall door but his momentum carried him on, rending straps, buckles and fabric. The plane suddenly lurched beneath his heavy movements. He careened against the opposite side, and came away to throw himself on the floor, his naked body sweating and squirming.

The plane bucked violently, lunging crazily to one side, then up and down. It stopped with a sudden jar, leveled off, then quickly slanted down.

Alec knew fear, all-engulfing fear at the abrupt descent. His chest was tight, his mouth slack and gaping. If he didn’t do something, if he didn’t go to his horse now, he’d never go. He took a step, then another toward the Black.

The stallion got to his feet and reared, striking his head against the top of the plane. He whirled as he came down, and threw himself on the floor again, his legs thrashing above him.

Alec was flung hard against the side of the plane as it lurched once more with the Black’s ponderous rolling. The engines shrilled a new sound, an ever-expanding, protesting roar in the night, and the floor slanted downward more steeply. Alec picked himself up. He realized that the pilots, blinded by fear themselves, were going down for any kind of a landing while they still had control of the plane. But not on a runway, not at an airport. They were still too far away. There was only a mountain wilderness beneath them!

He staggered toward the Black and found himself looking into eyes that were dull and heavy. The stallion’s breathing grew louder and louder until it could be heard even above the roar of the engines. Alec reached for him.

Suddenly the stallion’s eyes came open with a snap, and once more they were wild in their brightness. He struggled to his feet, his nostrils swelling and widening. A spasm wracked his great body. He bolted, plunging the whole length of the compartment before losing his balance and falling again.

The plane bounced in the sky, its engines rising and dwindling in horrible protest. Alec was hurled against the compartment door. For a moment he lay there, knowing there was nothing he could do. The door moved against his back, and then a voice shouted, “We’re crash-landing. Get some blankets around you!”

Alec picked himself up, only to be thrown off his feet again as the plane slewed to the left, and then down, ever down. Now he crawled past the rolling body of the stallion. He pulled himself to the door and unlocked it. They were riding a comet toward a blackened earth. The only thing he could do now was to provide an escape for them, if they landed safely. He glanced out the window and a saw a knife-edged ridge below them. Were they to cut a swath through the trees or was there a clearing beyond?

The Black was on his feet and moving about again. Alec pressed himself hard against the side of the plane to avoid the flaying, frenzied hoofs of his horse. The plane grazed the treetops. “Get her up!” he tried to shout. But why? What chance did the pilots have to find a safe place to land? There was nothing to do but wait, wait for the staggering plane to find its way into the earth so close below them.

It seemed to come with the crash of the Black’s body against the floor. The plane leaped and jolted, trying to free itself from the trees that sought to clutch and gather it to them. Knowing the crash was coming, Alec pushed against the door to provide an escape for them. It went hard at first, then suddenly burst wide open with a roar of wind. He glimpsed the tops of trees just below, then something snatched him from his feet, tearing him forever from the heaving floor of the plane. He was outside and falling. His last conscious thought was a realization that the plane had lifted again, clearing the trees as if in final, angry repulsion of them. Its engines thundered, rising and dwindling, as its dark bulk went on without him.

Then came the tearing and crashing of his body into the trees. He screamed and his arms flayed wildly. An explosion came, and he knew nothing more but blackness.
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It was hard … hard … so hard. Yet, finally, he was able to open his eyes. There was nothing for him to see, only darkness. He didn’t care, and closed his eyes again. Slowly, ever so slowly, he was able to raise a hand to his head. He knew it had to be his head, not from touch, but because of the terrible pain that began there and descended and racked his body. He located the great swelling on the crown of his head, but resting his hand there afforded him no relief from the intensity of his pain. He kept his eyes closed, seeking sleep to soothe him and provide solace.

Sleep did not come, could not overcome his great barrier of pain. He tried opening his eyes again—slowly, because even that slight movement served to increase his suffering. He made a great effort, fighting the painful spasms that shook him. When he was able to see again he kept his eyes open, knowing he could not sleep, and tried to think.

Where was he?

His fingers found the bark of the tree beside him. Yes, it was a tree. But why was it so wet, so moist and clammy beneath his touch? He drew back his hand, putting it to his mouth, and tasted his own raw and bleeding flesh. Something had happened, something horrible. But what? Fiery currents tortured him while he tried to think, to remember. Quickly he forced these thoughts from his mind to ease the pain. He used his ears then, hoping they would furnish him with all he wanted to know, needed to know, if he was to get assistance.

He squinted his eyes to shut out some of the pain. He listened, and heard wind roaring through treetops. Yes, there were trees all around him. He was certain of that now. And it was night … that, too, he knew. He heard the scream of an animal, and to him, just then, it was all the more wild and terrible because it rent the night air of an unknown wilderness. Yet when the scream trailed away, he thought no more of it, so wretched was his pain. Instead he listened to another sound, something that moved beneath the cry of wind and trees, something that rushed like the wind, but at a lower and more gentle pitch. It came to him suddenly that the sound could be made by a stream. He opened his eyes a little more.

He lay in a gully, and the ground sloped away from him. The low, rushing sound came from beyond. The way to it must be downgrade with nothing to climb. Yet he hesitated, not wanting to move, dreading the pain he knew any movement would bring.

Reaching for the trunk of the tree behind him, he dug his nails into its bark, and began pulling himself to his feet. He screamed in his agony, stopped and held fast to the tree, not wanting to lose the few feet he had already gained. He pulled again until, staggering and weak, he stood on trembling legs. For a few minutes he rested, then he pushed himself away from the tree.

He fell forward more often than he walked. Yet he never stopped in his search for the stream, for he knew he’d never go on again if he did. With every step, the agonizing pain mounted until he thought his head would burst. Yet he went on, sometimes on hands and knees, always moving a little closer to the sound of running water. He tried to think of the comfort the water would bring to his head. He tried to concentrate on this and nothing more.

Finally he came to it, a thread of a stream rushing down the mountainside. He crawled into it, heedless of the sharp rocks that tore his hands and knees, opening fresh wounds, causing him to shed more blood.

He let his face fall into the cold water. The stream was shallow, and the stones at the bottom scraped his nose and mouth. He turned his head sideways, facing downstream. He lay there, letting the cold water run over his head. And for the first time his pain lessened. He had found his solace.

For a long, long while he lay there without moving, without thinking. Then, suddenly, down the mountainside he saw the moving lights! With great effort he raised his head from the water. Help was coming. Somebody knew. Somebody was coming for him!

He staggered to his feet, and the pain beat his head again. It was severe but he was able to stand it now. It wasn’t as bad as before. He would be able to move. He took a few steps, then stopped, his eyes on the lights below. They were no longer coming toward him, but turning away! They were not lights held in the hands of people coming to his aid, but the headlights of a car, a car that was moving along a mountain road, not looking for him and even now leaving him behind.

He screamed at the top of his voice, and this great effort caused him to drop to his knees and clutch his head. He didn’t watch the car disappear down the road. His only thought was to get back to the stream, to let the cold, cold water ease his pain.

In time the pain lessened again, and while lying in the water he thought of the lights and the road below. He must reach it. Where one car had gone another could go. He needed help, needed it desperately. Not only to relieve him of his pain. No, not only that. There was something else, something he felt rather than knew. He felt that there was a barrier in his brain … a barrier that was shutting out the past. He couldn’t explain it, but he knew nothing at all of who he was, or where he was, or what had happened. He couldn’t remember.

After a long while, he raised his head from the water, and sat up. The pain returned, but he took hope from the fact that he could stand it better than before. He would be able to reach the road below. But before getting to his feet, he searched his clothes seeking some clue to his identity, and what had happened to him. He found a large amount of money in his pants pocket but no wallet, no papers, nothing that was of any help to him. Yet he had all this money, wet and soaked with blood.

He fingered the great tears in his shirt and pants. No, not really tears, but shreds of clothing scarcely covering his ravaged body. He must have been running, fighting his way through these woods for a long, long time. Crawling, too, by the sight of his raw hands and knees. But why? Why?

He sat there for some time, trying to think, trying to remember. But the insurmountable barrier in his brain kept its hold, and his mental searching was futile.

He was wearing only one shoe, and, leaning forward, he removed it to look inside for the name of a store, a city. There was nothing. He tore the collar from his shirt, looking for a label. He found one, and the name “McGregor.” Was it just the brand name of the shirt or was it his name? He repeated the name over and over again, hoping it would break down the terrible mental barrier. But nothing came of it, only greater despair, and more pain.

Once again he put his head in the cold water, seeking relief. Eventually he got to his feet and, stumbling, moved down the mountainside. He must reach the road below. Get help. Someone would know who he was, and what had happened to him.

He followed the rushing stream for a long while, turning when it turned, afraid to leave the solace it afforded him. Finally he had to abandon it in order to reach the road below. Heavier woods were before him, solid and alive, and he plunged into their vastness, alternately staggering and crawling. Brush wrapped its arms about him, pulling him down only to let him go again as he rolled with the steep grade, refusing to stop, knowing the road beyond was his only salvation.

How long it had been since he had left the stream he didn’t know. It seemed an eternity. His pain was intense, and there was no stream now to comfort him. He had to go on. His squinting eyes looked for the lights that would tell him he was near his goal. But none came for a long while. Then he saw them far away, winding their way with the contour of the mountain. He screamed, and tried to run. A black bulk rose in front of him, and he went down hard, his hands finding the base of a tree. He pulled himself to his knees and, still screaming, began to crawl. Now the lights were close to him. A hundred yards away? He got to his feet, screaming again at the top of his voice. But with the lights came a roar, the thunderous roar of a heavy truck that made his cries seem pitifully soft in comparison. Forgetful of his pain he ran again, faster than before, and when he crashed into another tree he stayed down for a long while.

When he opened his eyes again he knew that the truck has passed. He crawled toward the road. Soon he would reach it. He would lie there, waiting for other headlights to find him, to stop, to give him peace. He reached the road on will alone, and stretched the full length of his agonized body upon it. There was nothing more to do but wait. If only he could sleep while he waited!

He had his head turned sideways, his eyes closed. He didn’t know what made him try to open them again, but he was aware that when he did they formed two narrow slits in his cut and swollen face. He looked up the road, and a convulsion racked his body. Ahead were the red taillights of the truck! And beside the right front wheel a flashlight moved. He heard the sound of tools being thrown into a metal kit.

He tried to scream but had no strength left for the effort. Once more he started crawling. He saw the flashlight go off, and then came the slam of the cab’s door.

The tire had been fixed. The truck was going!

He staggered to his feet simultaneously with the sudden roar of the engine. He managed to run, weaving from one side of the road to the other, his eyes on the truck, his hands stretched out to it. He brought forth a pitiful scream from his constricted throat.

He was so close to it! A few yards now, a few more feet. But the truck was already moving, and its backboards were eluding his groping fingers. The heavy canvas which covered the back of the truck flapped in the wind as though waving good-bye to him.

With a last, desperate effort he let all his weight fall forward, his hands stretched out. If they grasped nothing he would stay on the road forever.…

The boards were beneath his hands! He closed his fingers and held on to them, his legs no longer carrying him. After a moment his dragging, burning feet forced him to exert himself again. Slowly he raised them until he got one on the lowest board. He waited, his breath coming in terrible gasps, then he brought up his other foot and stood on the back of the truck, his body pressed hard against the boards. Finally his hand went to a corner of the canvas flap. He pulled it aside, his eyes trying to penetrate the blackness of the interior. He’d get in there. He would walk forward until he reached the back of the cab. He would tell the driver that he was there, that he needed him.

Every movement brought horrible pain, but he got his body over the boards and let it fall under the canvas siding. He struck a large box, and now he realized that the truck was fully loaded, that there was no chance of his reaching the cab. Well, there was a place for him to lie down, anyway. He would stay there until the truck stopped again. He was safe. He had found help. He closed his eyes, and sleep came to him.

Miles upon miles rolled beneath the wheels of the long trailer truck. While one man drove, the other slept, and they alternated without stopping for even a moment. One would move from behind the big steering wheel while the other took it over, sliding into the seat from a bunk in the back of the cab. One man’s foot would leave the accelerator to be replaced promptly by the other’s. They were hardened drivers, with many thousands of miles and many years on the road behind them. Their world was this cab in which they had spent the greater part of their adult lives. Seldom did their eyes turn to the flats or canyons or mountains through which they passed. Only the road held their attention, the never-ending road that was their sole interest and life.

They traveled through the rest of the night, conscious only of each other’s snores, the road itself and the steady beat of the powerful engine. Ever southward they traveled, their experienced eyes aware of every twist and turn, every downgrade and climb, but never noticing the natural wonders about them, never seeing the moonlight, baring the beautiful tints of the mountain ranges through which they passed. They were too busy, and their eyes too deadened by the road to see mountain ranges as anything but obstacles in their way, to be climbed and left behind.

With the coming of dawn, they had left Wyoming and were in Utah. They stopped early for breakfast, but within a very few minutes were on their way again. They were anxious to reach Nevada and get rid of their cargo. Yet they knew that no sooner would the huge trailer be emptied than it would be filled again, and their long trip back to Chicago would begin.

All day long they pushed the truck hard, and only when night fell did they stop again to eat. Almost grudgingly they left the cab to go into a roadside diner and sit down at the counter. Glancing at the menu, one said, “I guess it’s the beef stew for me.”

The other looked up at the counterman. “Beef stew for two,” he said. “An’ make it fast. We’re in a hurry.”

Impatiently they awaited their orders. When their overloaded plates were put before them they began eating, paying no attention to anyone else in the diner or to the conversation that was taking place.

The counterman said to the customer a few stools away from them, “They haven’t found any trace of that kid and his horse yet.”

“Yeah, so I heard on the radio,” the customer replied. “But they’ll find them, all right. They got all kinds of planes looking, even helicopters.”

“I ain’t so sure they will,” the counterman said. “That’s rough country, that part of Wyoming is. Some say it’s the worst in the States.”

The customer nodded his head gravely. “I heard the kid and his horse started for the north. How’d they know that?”

“The pilots said so. After they got the plane down in the clearing they went back an’ found the door open. They saw the horse taking off in a northerly direction.”

“An’ the kid?”

“He was riding him. It was pretty dark, but they could see the kid on him.”

“Sure funny they’d take off like that.”

“Yeah, but that’s the way it happened,” the counterman said. “It’s lucky the pilots themselves got help by this morning.”

“Well, they had their radio. No reason why they shouldn’t have.”

“I guess so.”

The counterman got some coffee for the truck drivers who had shouted at him, and then returned. “You know all about that horse, don’t you?” he asked his customer.

“Only what I heard. He’s called the Black … a racehorse or something. Pretty well known, isn’t he?”

“I should say so,” the counterman replied quickly. “He’s a great—or at least he was at one time—a great racehorse. Now he’s a famous sire.”

“A what?”

“A sire, I said. Say, don’t you ever follow the races?”

“No.”

“Well, anyway, the Black fathered Satan … and Satan’s a champion.”

“Oh,” said the customer. “Well, all I hope is that they find the kid.”

“Sure,” agreed the counterman. “That’s all I care about, too.”

The customer left his stool. “I don’t think we need to worry much about him. That part of Wyoming may be desolate, but at least he’s got a horse under him. A good horse can find his way out of a lot of jams that people couldn’t.”

The counterman used his cleaning rag. “Yeah,” he said, “and what a horse, the best there is!”

“Hey, you!”

The counterman turned quickly to the two truck drivers. “Coming, gentlemen,” he said.

“Give us a check,” one said.

“Yes, sir.” He wanted no trouble with these men.

The truck drivers left the diner and, climbing into their cab, drove off into the night. In the back of the trailer, Alec Ramsay still slept. Many more miles piled up behind him, taking him ever farther away from Wyoming and the great search that had begun for him and the Black.
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An hour after the plane had come down in its forced landing, the black stallion moved slowly through the woods. Crazed by his colic cramps, he had entered the woods in full gallop, seeking relief by speed and violent action. But the darkness and the density of the trees had slowed him to a walk. He’d sweated and pawed in his frustration. He had wanted to run and, failing that, to lie down and roll and kick. He’d found he could do neither, for the woods were solid and alive with thickly grown trees, giving him room only to wind his way among them. Thus, he had been forced to stay on his feet, to walk … and this light exercise, more than anything else, had brought his cramps to an end.

He forgot his pains quickly. Now his small, fine head was raised high, sniffing the air, his nostrils quivering. He continued walking in a northerly direction, his ears pointed and alert to new and strange sounds … monotonous and low scraping notes, sharp staccato calls, and, in the distance, a forlorn and dismal howl. The howl came again, wailing in the wind. He was interested, but unafraid. He had known the great solitude of the wild in another land. Now he was entering a new and strange and beautiful country, but it held no terrors for him. He was alone and free. He remembered nothing of his domestic life, of barns or farms, or a boy who loved him. Before him was a world as thrilling, exciting and as wild as he.

Presently he came out of the woods to more open country. Yet he did not break from his walk, for the land before him was rocky and crisscrossed with gorges and canyons. For a long while he carefully made his way about the splintered rock that was merciless to his unshod feet. He came to a stop in a low-walled canyon, and his gaze traveled to the long black line of trees above the bared rims and crags of stone. He turned his head back in the direction from which he’d come.

He stood as still as the stone about him. For some time he kept sniffing the air; then he began walking again. No longer did he travel to the north, but back to the south. He entered a cleft in another canyon that took him through rotting cliffs. It cut down deep into the earth, and his path was strewn with gravel and rocks. Yet he never faltered, for his wild instinct told him this new trail would take him to the softer country beyond.

An hour later he came to the woods again, but at a point much farther away than where he had entered the gutted terrain. His great body trembled in his excitement at being able to choose any trail that beckoned him. He listened to the wind as it roared and lulled through the trees. He began climbing, his unerring instinct telling him of the pure running water and succulent grasses of the wilder ranges above. He was aware of the gray shadows that trailed him during his ascent. He was wary, but unafraid. He had the utmost confidence in his speed and endurance and cunning.

Throughout the rest of the night he traveled ever upward, and the air became clearer, sharper. Yet his climb was a gradual one, never steep. The pine trees still hemmed him in, affording him no outlook from his mountain threshold. It was almost morning when he came to the small meadow so typical of those he had known in the high country of his desert homeland. His shrill neigh echoed the profound joy that shook his body. He ran for the first time in many hours, and his long limbs carried him beautifully and swiftly across the carpet of short, thick grass.

Finally he stopped running to taste the pure water from rushing streams, to savor the cold air in his nostrils, and then finally to graze upon the wild grasses he loved. The few hours left of the night were spent on a bed of these grasses, fresh and sweet-scented. He rested with eyes closed, but his ears and nostrils remained alert, ready to catch the slightest noise or faintest scent.

With the first hour of grayness he was on his way once more, leaving the mountain valley to its solitude. High above him rose range after range, tier upon tier of cloud-shattering peaks, some snow-clad, and others bare and sheer. But the stallion had no use for the world above the timberline, a world consisting only of rock and snow and sky.

He trotted easily through the great woods, his hoofs making no sound on the springy cushion of pine needles. He no longer was slowed to a walk, for with the light of day he was able to choose his way easily through the aisles of trees. Why he ran when he had nowhere to go didn’t puzzle him. He ran because he loved to run, and some natural instinct kept him traveling ever southward. Flocks of birds rose from the thickets with a clatter. But he paid little attention to them, never slackening his easy strides.

Several hours later he came to an open plateau and stopped to graze upon the bleached mountain grass. Suddenly alert, he raised his head, holding long blades of the grass between his lips. Only his ears had caught the movement of his foe, for it was downwind. He whirled to meet the headlong rush of an enemy from the cover of the woods.

The trumpet roar of the bull moose was low and guttural at first. Quickly it rose to a high-pitched scream, only to descend to the roar again, and end with a grunt. He charged, his heavy antlers cleaving the air in their great spread and length.

The stallion took one look at this strange body that came hurtling toward him, a body taller than his own and made more startling by the thick, bony slabs that were pointed his way. He knew better than to rise and clash in deadlock with that horned head. Instead, he sprang swiftly away, avoiding the low-charging attack. He threw himself on the yellowish gray back in violent assault, hoping by his weight alone to bring it to the ground. But his foe began slipping away from him, so with raking teeth the stallion bit deeply into the moose’s dark-brown neck, ripping and tearing. As he moved off, his feet slipped, and before he could right himself, the horned head had slashed his belly. He screamed, whirled, and let fly his hind legs, landing so hard a blow that it sent his enemy down and rolling.

With savage speed he attacked again, his pounding forefeet seeking the rolling body. Again he landed crushing, pommeling blows, but his foe came up, and its pointed head found his flesh again. The stallion felt more pain and his fury mounted. His eyes were bloodred as he flung himself full upon his opponent. With crashing forefeet he battered it across the back of its neck, unmindful now of his own pain. Again he lodged his teeth into ravaged flesh.

Yet once more his foe succeeded in heaving up beneath him, forcing him to relinquish his hold and fall backward. He rolled on the ground, feeling the long horns after him, searching to rip open his stomach. Only the uncanny agility he had inherited from his desert forebears saved him them. He avoided the plunging head, and got to his feet. Now he was terrible in his cunning. He circled his foe warily, feinted and attacked from behind and from the side, avoiding altogether those sharp bony prongs that had already ripped open his body. He was watchful every second, waiting for his enemy to stumble, to be caught off guard. Then he would launch his assault.

With the black stallion using all of his cunning and strength, the end came quickly. No animal of the wild country could have met an adversary so worthy, so ruthless. The great bull moose knew this now that it was too late. He coughed, the choking cough of death. And with the sound of it, the black stallion came in again for a fresh and final assault. He feinted to the front, and the moose’s head went down to fend him off. The stallion swerved and dealt his foe a blow from the side, sending him staggering. Then he reared and his powerful forelegs came down together, splitting the bull moose’s skull.

For a moment the Black stood over the great body beneath him, and his loud, clarion call of conquest was heard for the first time in those regions. He went to the edge of the plateau. Before him was an abrupt, sheer drop of many thousands of feet to lower country. He stood there, his body bleeding from his wounds, his breath coming fast from his combat. He looked below at the canyons, then up and beyond, taking in the range upon range of mountains with their great woods and peaks, all that mysterious, wild country which seemed to have no end. As though in warning to its inhabitants, he screamed his high-pitched battle cry once more, and the great wilderness echoed his call, resounding from the mountainsides until the very air was alive with the ring of it. When finally it was still, he set out again, traveling as before to the south.

Back over the many miles the black stallion had come during the long night and part of a day, and near the clearing where the crippled plane lay, the search for Alec Ramsay and his horse was in progress. Already two local planes were flying low, winging their way over knife-edged ridges whose slopes and peaks loomed large in the windshields. The pilots had flown searches before above these desolate mountain ranges. They crisscrossed diligently, their eyes leaving the ground below only long enough to enable them to rudder hard and away from the menacing shoulder peaks.

Yet this time the pilots were not looking for the bright winking of metal from a crashed plane, nor for a swath cut among the treetops. No, this time it was even more difficult, for this country could swallow up a boy and a horse without a sign, a trace.

One pilot slanted down into the deep canyons. Only here, away from sheltered trees, did he have a chance of seeing them. Yet even this could not be called open country. There were too many crags and clefts, too many black gullies and canyons. His great hope was that the boy would see him, that he would be given some signal that they were there, and waiting to be found.

He told himself that this was not a futile search, that he or one of the many other pilots who would join the search within a few hours would certainly find the boy and horse. They must be somewhere below, their eyes on the sky, looking for him. If only they would give him some sign to tell him where they were!

He kept to the canyon country, leaving the great wooded mountainside to the other plane. He twisted and turned with the steep walls, kicking his plane hard away from them only to be confronted by the rising, forbidding mountains that hemmed in these canyons. For hours he climbed and dropped, and the afternoon slipped away as an increasing sense of futility mounted within him.

Finally he rose again and held his plane at cruising speed. He began circling, and noticed that the other plane was now doing the same. They had given up baring their wings and lives to the sides of the mountains. Now they would cruise and watch for a sign, a signal from below that would tell them where to go.

Certainly if the boy was alive he must see them searching for him. And if he wasn’t … The thought only added to the pilot’s weariness. The pattern then, he knew, would be the familiar one of long searches on foot rather than from the sky. Long days and weeks of searching, perhaps without finding a trail, a clue, anything at all in this vast wilderness. But the ground search, although heartbreaking and futile, would be necessary because of relatives left behind, and the newspapers that demanded it. If this were settled country it would be different. There’d be some hope then. But it wasn’t settled. In every direction it was an unexplored wilderness, feared and avoided by hunters and trappers, by all.

The pilot thought of the wild animals who stalked these ranges, the mountain lions and bears, the wolf packs and coyotes. Any of these could have attacked and killed the horse during the night. And if the horse had gone down what chance had the boy?

These thoughts drove him down to the treetops again, and he brushed his wings against them until the sunlight disappeared behind the highest of the western ranges. For a brief period he carried on his relentless search in the golden afterglow of the sun shedding its light from behind the peaks. Finally this light went, and it became dark. He banked his plane for home. Other planes would join the search tonight and tomorrow. Tomorrow, perhaps tomorrow, they would find them … or even tonight.

While the planes had been searching from the sky, two woodsmen followed the Black’s trail from the crippled plane. By sunset they came to the rocky country and there they stopped to kneel on the ground, looking at the large, almost oval hoofprints that were there. Finally one said, “Take a look, Milt, these are the last ones we’re goin’ to see of his.”

The other man said nothing, only raising his head to look ahead at the desolate and tortuous terrain: miles upon miles of bare, gutted rock, spreading into the great woods where no horse, not even a shod one, would leave a track.

“He’s gone to the north, all right,” the first man spoke again, “just like they thought.”

Picking up his rifle, the other turned. “Come on, Luke. We ain’t goin’ on with no tracks to follow. We’ll go back and tell ’em so. Let someone else decide what to do. We gets paid to track.”

“An’ there ain’t no tracks no more,” Luke said, following.

The airliner was hours out of New York City, yet no word had passed between Henry Dailey and Alec’s father. The tragic news, coming early that morning, had drained them spiritually and emotionally. They were two old men and there was nothing left for either without Alec.

Henry put his hand on Mr. Ramsay’s knee. “We’ve got to believe he’s alive,” he said.

“Do you believe it, Henry?” Mr. Ramsay’s words could hardly be heard. “The reporters … they said the search has been going on since last night.” His trembling hands went to his face to cover it, and sobs racked his long, thin body.

“We got to believe he’s alive. We got to.” Henry was silent for a long time, but his hand never left his friend’s knee. Finally he said, “Remember, Alec’s got the Black with him. Remember that, Bill.”

Mr. Ramsay’s voice was muffled by his hands, but Henry heard him say, “Thank God for that. Thank God. It’s our only hope.” Then his hands came away, and his glazed eyes found Henry’s. Bitterness crept into his voice. “But why did he take Alec away? Why didn’t Alec stay in the plane? Why?”

Henry couldn’t face those eyes. He turned away. “I don’t know, Bill. The horse was in bad trouble. A colic attack, from what I can make out of what the reporters told us. Maybe Alec was trying to help him after the plane came down. I don’t know.”

Neither said anything more. The sky darkened with the swift coming of night, another night. Henry tried to close his ears to the sobs from the seat beside him. I’ve got to keep believing they’re alive, he told himself. If I don’t I’m goin’ to be no good to them or myself. They’re out there tonight, alive, and waiting to be found. They’re out there together. Remember that, and I’ll be all right. They’re together.

But the Black was spending his second night high on a southern range, many miles away from where they were looking for him. Still farther to the south, and in another state, Alec Ramsay was awakening from his long sleep in the back of the rumbling trailer truck.


[image: ]

The truck swerved abruptly, throwing Alec against a corner of one of the wooden boxes. He felt the wheels leave the road, riding crazily on what must have been soft and deep-rutted shoulders, and then the truck began slowing down. He got his feet beneath him, but before standing he touched the swelling on his head again. It was sore and throbbing, but the severe pain was gone. His sleep had helped. How long had he been riding? It wasn’t important.

All that mattered was that he was afraid to ask himself, Who am I? What has happened to me?

He was afraid because he knew he still did not know the answers. And just now he did not want to disturb this peace, this comfort which came with the relief from his violent pain. So he thought only of the slowing truck, and pulled himself upright.

Opening the back canvas, he looked out into the night, its darkness broken only by the white road that trailed like a ribbon. On either side of it were mountains. The same mountains, the same night, he believed. The truck came to a stop, and he raised a foot to the boards. He felt the severe pain again as he pulled his body upward. He tore his lips with his teeth, hoping this new torture would distract him from the old. He kept going, kept climbing.

A voice from far away said, “It ain’t flat, Joe. It’ll hold up for a while. Let’s keep goin’ until we hit the next station. Ain’t no sense changin’ it out here.”

Hearing this, he screamed into the night and hung on to the top backboard, afraid to let go, afraid because of his terrible agony. He heard the heavy footsteps that came in answer to his scream. He felt the hands, as heavy as the feet had been, reach up to take him by the belt, and then he was pulled down.

For a moment he lay upon the road, his eyes closed. When he opened them two pairs of eyes were staring at him, and then two pairs of hands pulled him to his feet. It was hard focusing his eyes, harder still to move his swollen lips. And when he succeeded, his words came in gasps and were incoherent. They made no sense to the men who pulled him to the front of the truck to look at him in the glare of headlights.

The voice came to him again, an angry voice, rough, like the hands. “How long you hitched a ride with us? How long? Salt Lake City? Ain’tcha got eyes? Ya see that sign?”

He was pulled to his feet, and lifted brutally until his face was pressed hard against the truck’s windshield. There was a sign there, but he could not read it. The cold glass comforted his throbbing head.

“No riders, see! An’ it means what it says, y’understan’? Do ya?” The hands shook him roughly. “You hitch a ride with us, an’ we lose our jobs. Y’understan’? The Company’s got spotters. Spotters, y’hear? They see ya, an’ we get canned. Y’know that?”

The hands kept shaking him, and he knew he could stand no more. He tried to scream, but nothing came. “I … I … need he … help.” His words were only whispers. “I want the police … need the police.”

The two men were laughing, low, guttural laughs. They set him down on the side of the road, and he clung to the dirt, knowing aloneness again and the peace that came with it.

Out of the blackness he heard the harsh voice once more. “By the looks of ya I’d keep away from the police, if I were in your shoes.”

The other voice came, “He ain’t even got shoes. His kind ain’t gonna be helped by the cops none.”

The cab door slammed, the engine roared, and they left him there. But he didn’t care, didn’t care at all.

How long he lay there, waiting for the pain to leave his head, he never knew. When he was able to sit up again he looked once more into darkness. Would this night ever end? Was it to last forever?

He sat still, knowing that only by keeping quiet would he have peace. He was on a valley road. Cars would come along, and perhaps one of them would stop. Someone would help him. Someone would take him to the police. He’d tell them he couldn’t remember anything, and they’d understand. He’d tell them that somehow he’d been struck on the head, and that was the reason he couldn’t remember his name, or where he was, or what he’d been doing before he was hurt. They would help him. They might even be able to tell him who he was. Perhaps they had been looking for him. Perhaps …

The harsh voice came to him again, “By the looks of ya I’d keep away from the police.…” He’d always remember that voice, those words.

By the looks of me? His torn hands felt his swollen face, felt the rags that should have been clothes, felt the clotted blood on his raw and open flesh. And finally they rested on the bulge in his pocket, and he remembered the large amount of money that was there. How had he come by so much money? Why had he been crawling through the woods, through a mountain wilderness? Had he been afraid? Had he been running from something? From the police?

Perhaps the police were looking for him. A new and terrifying fear gripped his body. Before he had been afraid for his life, afraid that the help he sought would not come. Now he felt the deadly fear of the hunted.

A car’s headlights came down the road. He watched them with eyes that no longer sought aid and comfort. Instead they were shifting eyes seeking escape, the eyes of a fugitive!

He began crawling away from the side of the road, looking for tall grass, anything in which to hide. But it was open country, and he felt the headlights sweep down upon him. He lay flat and still, pressing his body close to the damp earth. He waited while the lights passed over him and then were gone.

He was getting up when he heard the screeching drag of braked wheels. He turned, and saw red taillights coming back toward him. He tried to get to his feet and run, but his legs wouldn’t hold him. He sank back onto the ground. Better to take a chance. Better to lie and bluff his way along than to move and cause his pain to return again.

The car backed up until its headlights shone full upon him once more. Out of a long and racy convertible stepped a man. He was short in height, but big, tremendously big, about his shoulders and waist. He came waddling toward the boy, holding a revolver in his hand. When he stood over him, he put the gun away.

“Kid, are you hurt? What’s happened to you?”

“I … I’d hitched a ride on a truck. The drivers threw me off here.” He needed time, time to think and plan. He wanted to confide in no one just now. He didn’t want to go to the police.

“And they beat you up?” The man didn’t expect an answer. He was looking at the torn clothes, the swollen face. “Come on, kid. I’ll help you,” he added in great sympathy.

The boy was carried to the car, and when he had been set down he felt the softness of the upholstery against his head. It was good, so good, and his body relaxed. He felt safe with this man, safe and secure.

“Go to sleep,” the fat man said kindly. “You look like you could use it. Not many places open on this road, but the next time I stop for gas I’ll let you know so you can clean up your face. That is, unless you think you should see a doctor, if I can find one. Do you feel any pain? Anything that might be broken?”

“No … no pain, nothing broken.”

“Good. I’d sure like to get my hands on those guys. Beating up a kid! What’s your name?”

What’s your name? What’s my name? What is my name? And he heard himself reply, “McGregor.” The label on his ripped shirt had provided him with a name. “McGregor’s my name,” he said again.

“Scotch, eh? Mine’s Washburn, Bill Washburn.”

After that the fat man let him alone.

“McGregor’s my name,” he repeated to himself, closing his eyes. “It’ll be my name until I can remember. I’ve been struck on the head. I have amnesia. Other people have had it and recovered. In time my memory will come back, and I’ll know who I am. But now I’ll keep all this to myself just in case … just in case I’m running away from something, from the police. There, I’ve said it and I feel better for having said it. My name is McGregor.”

For the next two hours he pretended to be asleep. He knew any words would come hard from his lips, disjointed and rambling, making little sense most of the time. He didn’t want to talk, not even to this man who was helping him get away. He’d only betray himself.

In time he felt the easing up of the powerful engine, and then there was gravel sliding beneath braked wheels. The car stopped, and the fat man’s hand was on his shoulder.

“McGregor, I’m stopping for gas. You can get washed up here.”

The boy slid out of the car and away from the lone overhead light near the gas pump. His head pains came back while he walked into the small station and found the door to the bathroom. He closed it quickly, locking it, and then he turned to the mirror. Beneath the bare, hanging bulb he looked at the face which belonged to him. His hair was red, dark red and matted with dried blood. His eyes had dark pupils and blue irises, but there were hundreds of tiny red veins streaking the whites. His nose was short, and looked small between his puffed and bruised cheeks. He had a wide mouth and large lips. Or were they swollen, too?

His glazed eyes traveled down the rest of his body. He carried all his weight in his shoulders and arms. Otherwise he was light, with a small waist, slender thighs and long legs. What use had he made of this body, these hands? He turned them up, looking at the palms. They were calloused and hard beneath the dried blood. His fingers were lean and strong. His hands had known work, hard work.

Turning on the water, he let it run over his head. The swelling on his crown throbbed, and it was sore to his touch. His headache was persistent, but once more the severe pains had subsided. He let the water run until it had washed his hair clean of all blood. He cupped it to his face with careful, gentle hands, and then he pushed back his hair, smoothing it down as best he could. When he had finished he looked far better except for his torn clothes and bare feet. But he could do nothing about those.

Before leaving the bathroom, he studied his face again. He wanted to know it, to remember it, for it belonged to him, to McGregor. He noticed the freckles on his nose and beneath his eyes, now that his face was clean. He saw, too, the thin white lines at the corners of his eyes, lines that came from squinting for long hours beneath a hot sun. His past life, he knew then, had been spent in the open. Doing what, though?

Hearing the incessant blaring of a horn, he left the bathroom to go to the car. He got inside without the station attendant’s seeing him. Once more he lay back in the corner of the seat.

The fat man said while starting the engine, “You had me worried for a moment. I thought you might have decided not to come along.” He laughed, but it was a kind laugh, the laugh of a person who liked people, all sorts of people. Yet curiosity was there, too, and it was reflected in his eyes and face. “You cleaned up fine,” he said. “Does it make you feel better?”

McGregor only nodded.

The kid doesn’t want to talk much, the fat man thought. Well, that was understandable. McGregor must have gone through a lot at the hands of those drivers. “I asked the gas station attendant if he knew of any doctors in this section,” he said.

McGregor’s eyes opened, and for a second the man thought he saw deep fear in them. “The guy laughed when I asked him,” he went on. “Said the closest one was fifty miles back up the road and none going this way.”

“Don’t need a doctor,” McGregor said.

For a while the fat man drove in silence, yet his gaze left the road often to glance at the huddled figure in the far corner. Finally he said, “Could you eat a sandwich? There are some right behind you.”

When McGregor didn’t reply, the man reached behind the seat himself and placed the box of sandwiches between them. “Help yourself,” he said.

The road went across a flat stretch of country, and the car surged forward with increased speed beneath the heaviness of its driver’s foot.

Yet the fat man took time to glance at the boy again when he heard the cover being removed from the box. He saw McGregor’s glazed eyes turn toward him and then away, quickly, shiftily. He became a little worried about McGregor. Those eyes held more than pain. A haunted look was there … or was it more of a hunted look? He shrugged his disturbing thought from him. McGregor was only a kid, a poor kid who was bumming his way around the country. He had given rides to many of his kind. He had helped lots of them.

He said, “I always carry my own food when I drive all night, especially going through desolate country like this.” He didn’t look at McGregor. He knew the kid would eat if he kept his eyes off him.

“I’m interested in young people,” he said jovially. “In fact, working for them is all I do now. I’m a retired building contractor. Retired two years ago, and thought I’d go nuts not having anything to do. My wife couldn’t see why I just couldn’t take it easy. Sure, why not? Her life was going on pretty much as always in spite of my retirement. A wife’s job doesn’t change much when the old man retires, but his does.”

The fat man paused, but he did not even glance at McGregor. He knew the boy was eating. “Less than a month of loafing, and I felt like a car with a new engine, all ready to go tearing down the road. But I had no place to go. I just moped around the house until one day I noticed that the kids in our town didn’t have any place to play, and not much to do, either. I built an athletic field for them, and a clubhouse. Then I went to another town and did the same kind of a job. Now I’ve been doing just that for two years. When youth organizations can pay me, I do it for what it costs. When they can’t pay, I do it for them anyway. Knowing the kids need it is enough compensation for me.”

The fat man looked at McGregor. The boy had stopped eating, and three of the sandwiches were gone. He turned away again. “My work takes me all over the West. I’m due in a little town south of Phoenix by noon tomorrow.”

“Phoenix?” For the first time McGregor showed interest.

“Yes, Phoenix,” the fat man said, chuckling. “Oh, I’ll be there on time, all right. Lots of speed in this sweet baby.” His hands patted the wheel. “She’s marvelous on the flats, mountains, twists, turns, anything. They’re all the same to her. We’ll be leaving Utah in a couple of hours now.”

“Utah?” Again McGregor disclosed interest.

“Yes, Utah.” The man turned his eyes away from the road and caught McGregor’s gaze. Again he saw that look, and this time he was certain it was a hunted look. The kid was afraid, and running from something. He had seen that look in others. He didn’t like it. He was getting uneasy again.

Focusing on the raod, he said, “But maybe you don’t want to go as far as Arizona. Maybe you’ll be getting out before?”

Once more came the hesitant voice. “No.” There was a long pause, and then, “I—I’ll go to Arizona.”

“You mean all the way to Phoenix?”

“Ye-s, all the way to …” The voice went on but it was too low and the words too incoherent for the man to understand.

Pudgy fingers tightened about the wheel. The fat man was conscious of fear mounting within him. Had he gotten into more than he’d bargained for? He’d come close to it once or twice before in picking up the wrong kind. But it was worse now with only mountains and desert country ahead, for to save time he had picked a road that was little used. The night would be a long one. He felt the weight of the revolver in his pocket. At least he could count on that for help, if he needed it.

An hour passed, and then another. The fat man kept talking, as much to keep himself wide awake as to endure his fear. But McGregor never said a word. The kid’s eyes were closed, yet he wasn’t sleeping; his breathing was not regular enough for that. The man told himself he was only exaggerating his situation. There was nothing to fear. McGregor might be running from something, but he was unarmed and only a boy. Yet his body was lean and lithe and powerful, that of a born athlete. It was then that the man decided he would not pull up to the side of the road for an hour’s sleep, as was his usual custom, before going on.

For several more hours he skillfully guided the plunging, powerful car through mountainous country. He was well into Arizona when his eyes became so heavy that he was hardly able to hold them open. If he had been alone, he would have stopped, for it was time to rest a while.

The clock said almost one o’clock. He turned on the radio, hoping the loud dance music would keep him awake and alert. McGregor stirred. Glancing at him, the fat man saw the kid’s hand go to his pocket. He saw the bulge. McGregor had his hand on something! A gun? Could the kid have a gun there? He reached for his own. “What are you doing, McGregor? What do you have in your pocket?”

The boy’s eyes were furtive. “N-nothing,” he said.

“Play square with me,” the fat man said. “If I hadn’t picked you up …” The music blared, drowning out his words, and then became softer. “You pull a gun on me, and I’ll put this car into that ravine. It’ll be the end of both of us.”

“No gun,” the boy said. He held the dark-stained money in his hand for the fat man to see.

The big shoulders relaxed behind the wheel. The man turned his eyes away. “That’s a lot of money.” He said just that, and nothing more. Where the kid had gotten it was none of his business. Stay out of this, he told himself. Get rid of him as soon as you can.

He concentrated on his driving. He took the car down the last mountainside with the rush of a toboggan. Going across a great open stretch of land, he stepped even harder upon the accelerator. He turned up the radio. Another hour passed and his heavy lids began dropping again in spite of all he could do. Finally he knew he had to close his eyes, if only for a few minutes. It was either that or fall asleep behind the wheel.

Slowing the car, he said, “My eyes are tired. I’m going to rest them for a few minutes.” He didn’t know if the boy heard him. It didn’t matter. He had to stop, and he had a gun to protect himself.

He kept the rear wheels of the convertible on the road. He had passed through this desert wasteland before, and knew what it meant to get his car stuck in the sand. He wanted none of that tonight. He turned off the engine, but not the radio. He wouldn’t sleep. He’d just close his eyes, rest them for a little while.

The music stopped and the announcer gave the time. Two o’clock. He adjusted the clock on the dashboard. The kid was still huddled in the corner, his eyes closed. He shut his own eyes. A moment passed, another. Or was it an hour? Was he dreaming or did he hear a voice saying, “… south of Salt Lake City. The three men were captured an hour after the daring theft, but the boy who accompanied them escaped the police. Also missing is the money, two hundred dollars, taken from the diner’s cashier. The boy is believed to have the money. His description is: between sixteen and eighteen years of age, about five feet five inches, red hair, and lightly built. He was injured during the fight that took place in the diner. He’ll have cuts and abrasions on face and body. The Utah state police …”

The fat man opened his eyes. He turned, to find the boy listening and staring at him. “Get out,” the man said. “Stay outside the car until I’m ready to go. I can’t trust you now that I know what you’re running from.”

When the man was alone he locked the doors, telling himself that he didn’t know anything for certain. The boy might not be the same one they were looking for, even though the description fitted, the money fitted. He was just being careful. There was no sense taking any chances. The kid might lift his gun—that is, if it was the same kid. As long as he didn’t get hurt himself, this was none of his business. Turning kids over to the police wasn’t for him. Besides, he was a long way from Salt Lake City and Utah. He didn’t want to do anything that would keep him from his work, his work helping young people.…

The fat man went to sleep, thus missing still another news announcement that had to do with another boy—“… the search through northwestern Wyoming for Alec Ramsay and his famous black horse is still going on. Even now, during this, the second night, planes are circling above the ranges, their pilots watching for a light, a signal from Alec Ramsay to indicate that he’s still alive. But experienced woodsmen are pessimistic over the chances of the boy’s safety. They say the possibility of his survival in that desolate country is slight. However, Alec Ramsay’s father and his close friend, the well-known trainer Henry Dailey, refuse to believe this. Mr. Dailey said only on hour ago, ‘Alec is not dead. If he was I’d feel it. A part of me would have died with him, and I’d know. That hasn’t happened. He’s alive. Somewhere out there he’s alive and waiting for us to find him.’ ”

The fat man snored through it all. When he awakened, his eyes were rested, and he was ready to go on. Opening the far door, he said, “Get in now, McGregor. I’ll drop you off at the next town. What you may have done is none of my business.”

From outside came only silence, the utter silence of desert wastes. He moved over to the window, and could see nothing in the blackness. He got a flashlight, and went outside. But he could not find the boy. “McGregor!” he shouted. “McGregor!” But only the far-off barking of a coyote answered his calls. He got back in the car, and turned the ignition key. The engine roared, but still he didn’t put the car in gear. He felt guilty about leaving the kid behind. He opened the door again to shout into the night, and then he closed it hard.

He put the car in gear, and started moving. Why should he feel guilty? he asked himself. No reason at all. Actually he was giving the kid a break. He wasn’t turning him over to the police, was he? And he could have done that. No, instead he was forgetting about this whole business. No one would ever hear anything about McGregor from him. He was helping the kid along. He was giving him a break. He was always interested in helping kids, helping young people. Wasn’t that what he always said?

The low and powerful convertible rushed across the great desert with more speed than ever before. It seemed that the fat man who guided it was running away from something, too, even as his thoughts ran on: Poor kid on the lam. McGregor had picked the wrong time to leave. He should have waited a few more hours. There’s nothing out there where he’s going … only sand. The poor, thieving kid.
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He stumbled often, yet his eyes never left the long black mountain range rising ahead of him. There he would find seclusion and peace. Soon, he thought, he would come to it, not knowing that the haven that seemed so near was fifty miles away. He realized he was in desert country by the feel of the sand on his bare feet, and beneath his hands when he fell.

For the first hour the going wasn’t hard. The long car ride had fortified him and, although his head still throbbed, he felt none of the stabbing pains. Nor did he feel any of the loneliness that comes with such vast stretches of desert wastes, nor any of the hopelessness. He was free of the fat man who would have turned him over to the police. The sand was cold and comforting on his feet. The wind was cutting yet somehow it, too, comforted him. From far away came the deep mournful howl of a wolf on the hunt, yet he did not hear it. He was running away, and his ears were closed to everything but the sound of his own steps as he put more distance between himself and those who would pursue him.

Sometime during the long hours that followed, his head pains returned. It was then that he began crawling, sometimes on hands and knees but most often on his stomach, wriggling like a snake. Yet he kept going, believing he would soon reach the mountains, and knowing that this night had to come to an end, that it could not last forever.

He was conscious of the coming of morning. The air was clear and cold, but a redness showed from behind the walls of the eastern peaks, a redness that was growing brighter and brighter. For a moment he forgot his pain and agony to watch the rising of the sun. He had lived in a world of darkness for so long. Now that it had ended he might be able to remember all that had happened to him before it began.

The sun mounted, and he felt its early warmth. It gave him new hope and encouragement to go on in spite of his pain. He staggered to his feet, only to find that the mountains were no closer than they had been during the night. But soon, soon he would reach them. The sun’s ruddiness had transformed his world into one of red earth with bared, golden rock exposed here and there to break up its flatness. Not far ahead he could see rolling terraces, even low hills, of purples and yellows. But the reds were there, too, the blood-reds of the desert. Beyond all these were the mountains, their profiles clear and distinct in the early morning light. He stumbled forward, determined in spite of his pain to stay on his feet, to reach the mountains before another night fell.

The sun climbed higher, and with its ascent the desert changed. The air close to the earth moved, shifted, and finally began a dance of many colors. The boy raised the back of his hands frequently to wipe away great drops of sweat from his face. No longer could he see the mountains, only the dancing veils of purples and pinks and yellows above the blood-reds.

The desert was now showing itself to him for what it was, a deadly land of intolerable heat, a land set apart from the rest of the world, and to be looked upon curiously from a safe distance. He wanted to turn and run, but he could do neither. His body seemed to be aflame with the great waves of heat that enveloped him. He felt no other pain but that which came from this inferno. He lost all track of time, not knowing if he crawled or lay still, and not caring.

A feeling of great peace and languor swept over him. The desert became hazy, nothing real, nothing important. He felt blissfully happy and very, very sleepy. He tried to raise one hand to his face, but he couldn’t move it. His hand was too heavy, too big. The whole world was growing heavier, bigger. He let his head rest on the earth, that bloodred earth. “Soon I’ll sleep,” he said, “very soon now, then everything will be all right.”

There was no beginning or end to his sleep. But at some point during this indefinite period he felt hands upon him again. Always hands. Was he never to be free of them? Would they never leave him alone? Then he felt something cool and wet in his mouth, flowing down his throat, quenching the fires burning within him. His thick lips moved, and he mumbled, “My name is McGregor.”

At another point during this period he felt strong arms lifting him, carrying him. He didn’t care, and slipped back quickly into his oblivion. At still another time he felt a movement beneath him, and his head seemed to be resting against skin, a skin covered with coarse hair. But this held no interest for him, either.

There were other periods, many of them, some coming in quick succession, and others at long intervals. The flickering of a fire … a glow in the dark … squinting eyes and then blackness engulfing him once more. The hands coming again … the hands always … holding his head, and bringing wetness and comfort, lifting him, carrying him to the coarse hair. Again movement, periods of never-ending movement, periods of silence and stillness.

Toward the end of his oblivion, he became aware of the hoofed feet beneath him and knew he was being carried by an animal. He tried lifting his head from the bobbing neck, but hands from the side gently restrained him.

“Stay down,” a voice said.

It was easy to do as he was told. He knew he did not have the strength to raise his head. He sank back into his darkness, remembering only that the voice had been soft, and the hands gentle.

It was night when he opened his eyes again. He saw the flaring of the fire from where he lay and then, coming within its brightness, a man’s silhouette. “My name is McGregor,” he said.

The voice, the gentle voice, came out of the night. “I know it is. You’ve told me so many times.”

He felt the spoon between his teeth. He felt the warmth of the liquid flowing down his throat. He opened his mouth for more and more, and he was not disappointed. Finally he heard the voice again. “Go to sleep now. We’ll be traveling again in a little while.”

He did as he was told, and soon he felt the hands go about him, carrying him to the animal. Once more they began moving.

When next he opened his eyes, it was late morning. Ahead were the mountains, boldly defined, but still in the distance. He knew he was in the foothills, that the desert had been left behind. He knew it by the gentle ascent of the land, and the scattered oak trees. He knew it by the small yet frequent currents of cool air that penetrated the clinging furnace-like heat of the desert. He knew it by the sweet smells of the pine trees brought down by these air currents from the high country. He felt hope and life stir within him. The foothills did this for him, the foothills together with the kind hands and voice at his side.

He was aware of many things that day. He learned it was a burro he rode. He knew this by the long ears that flopped just above his head. He learned, too, that the man walked close beside him but a little to the rear, steadying his body to keep it on the burro’s back. He could not see him.

For hours the trail wound upward. The hills grew bigger and the trees more numerous. The sun was warm and drowsy, but no longer hot. The air became sharp and clear. Above, and still far away, were the mountains, their hard, sharp surfaces brilliant beneath a cloudless sky. The boy looked upon all this until he could hold his eyes open no longer, and then slept.

When he awakened, they were in the high pines. The ground was no longer covered with brown brush but the emerald-green grass. They crossed a small open meadow that swept up to the deep refreshing shadows of the pines. They entered the woods again, and the trail became one of velvet needles that muffled the sound of the burro’s hoofs and the man’s feet. They continued ever upward, sometimes passing through more open meadows and valleys but mostly through the long aisles of the great pines.

He was half-asleep, half-awake during the rest of the afternoon. He was conscious always of the sweet smell of the tall trees, and the wind that played like a great organ through their tops. The air was cold, and it seemed that he would never get enough of it.

It was almost sunset when they came to another open meadow, no larger or smaller than many they had left behind them. In the center was a cottage. Large patches of brilliantly colored flowers grew behind the picket fence that encircled it. As they neared the cottage, the cold air carried the perfumed scents of the flowers to the boy. They crossed a shallow, rushing brook, and down in the shadows of the trees a startled deer stopped drinking. He raised his head to look at them, then bounded away into the woods.

They came to a stop before the fence, and the gentle voice said, “We’re home now.”

Strong arms lifted him off the burro’s back, and he tried to tell this man that he needn’t be carried, that he would walk. But he found he could not move his tongue to form the words, and the effort only served to make his head throb again. He was carried into the cottage, his lips moving but making no sound. He was placed down on something, and by its softness he knew it had to be a bed. He felt the man’s hands again as the blankets were pulled over him. Once more the voice came. “Go to sleep now. It’s been long and hard. You’ll feel …”

He went to sleep, the most peaceful sleep he had ever known.

The night passed, and then came another day. Another night, another day. He was well aware now of the passing of time. He knew the days by the bright sun coming through the white-curtained window at the foot of his bed. He knew the nights. They never held total blackness anymore. Always a lamp burned in the other room. Beneath it he sometimes saw the man. He knew him now, knew that his hands were not only kind but long-fingered and deeply tanned, like his face. The man was very tall and leanly built, and his eyes, beneath bushy sun-whitened brows, were keen and clear.

The morning finally came when he realized he was getting well. He awakened to find that his head no longer throbbed and that the swelling was down. But it was still sensitive to his touch so he let it alone. Finally he formed words with his lips, and then tried whispering to himself. His sentences came forth the way he wanted them said, coherent and understandable.

He looked around the room, actually seeing it for the first time. He noticed the clean, white curtains hung on every window, the deep-red carpet on the floor, the chairs of many brilliant colors, and the dresser with its tidy cloth. He saw the hairbrush and comb, the shaving cream and lotions, all neatly placed on the dresser. Beyond, in the open closet, were flannel shirts and worn leather jackets, wide-rimmed sombreros, and stout high-laced boots. Hanging high on the back wall were many ropes and rifles.

The clothing and the equipment belonged to a man who, with his burro, traveled in ever-changing altitudes … through hot, arid foothills and the desert, through the cold of the high country. Somehow they did not go with this room, this clean, orderly room of clashing, brilliant colors.

The door opened and the man stood there. “How do you feel this morning? Better?”

“Yes, better. I think I’m all right.”

“Fine! I was figuring on that. I have a good breakfast ready for you. It’ll really fix you up.”

The man left, yet his voice stayed in the room. It was a low, cultured voice. It belonged to this orderly room, and not to a desert wanderer. He had been wearing a white shirt and tie, well-pressed pants, and soft slippers. Was this the man who had walked endless miles beside him under the hot sun of the desert?

The man returned, carrying a breakfast tray which he placed on the bedside table. He propped pillows behind the boy, and then transferred the tray to the bed. Two fried eggs, crisp bacon, toast and jelly. “Go ahead and eat,” he said. “I guess you can do it without my help this morning.” He smiled. It was a warm, good smile, disclosing even, white teeth. He looked younger than he was, closer to forty than to sixty, which was probably his real age. “Eggs from my own chickens,” he said, “laid fresh this morning for you.” He pulled up a chair to the bed, his eyes resting a moment on the yellow fabric that covered the chair’s straight back. “What color is this, anyway?” he asked suddenly.

“Color? I—it’s yellow.”

The man laughed. “I bought it for a brown one. That’s what they told me it was at the store. I’m color-blind. Blind as a bat to colors.” He met the boy’s eyes. “Go ahead and eat, McGregor. I’ll keep quiet for a while, if my talking bothers you. But you see, I don’t have many guests. Maybe just two or three in the six years I’ve been here.” He paused. “And I forgot to ask my other guests about the color of these chairs.”

“But how do you know my name is McGregor?”

“You must have told me so at least a hundred times during the past week.” The tall man smiled. “Mine’s Gordon.”

“I’ve been with you a week?”

“Yes, a week since we picked you up.”

“We?”

“Goldie and I,” the man said. “Goldie’s my burro, my pal.” He paused, the tiny creases at the corners of his clear eyes crinkling again. “His full name is Black Gold. I named him after the 1924 winner of the Kentucky Derby.”

Black Gold. Kentucky Derby. The boy felt his mind groping, trying to respond to these names. He shut his eyes, hoping to help himself, hoping to overcome the mental barrier that would not permit his memory to return. His face whitened at his great effort, and then suddenly saddened. He knew he was beaten, that it was still too early, that it would take time, perhaps a long time, before he’d be able to remember anything. He opened his eyes and met the man’s gaze.

“Does your head still hurt?” Gordon asked.

“No … it isn’t that.”

“Then you’re worrying more about what you don’t know is true,” Gordon said. “You forget all that, McGregor, and you’ll get well a lot faster.”

The boy’s eyes were alive with fear. He wanted to run again. “I—I don’t know what you mean,” he said.

Gordon rose to his feet, standing tall and lean above the bed. “You told me everything in your delirium,” he said quietly. “You think the Utah state police are after you. You think you’re wanted by them for robbery, and you’re running away. Maybe they are after you. I don’t know. But then you don’t know for certain, either. You’ve been hurt, so you can’t remember anything … even your name. You said you assumed the name McGregor. So, I wouldn’t jump to any conclusions now, if I were you. There’ll be time enough for all that later. Just figure on getting well. After that, you can make your own decision about what to do.”

He walked over to the high dresser and, opening the top right-hand drawer, removed an envelope. Inside was the bloodstained money. “It’s all here,” he said. “Let it stay here, and forget about it until you’re well. If you know then it’s not yours, you can decide for yourself the right thing to do. But don’t convict yourself before you know for certain you’ve committed a crime. Your big job is to get well, and living with a guilt complex won’t help you do it.”

He went to the door. “And don’t worry so much about assuming another name, McGregor,” he said. “Names don’t mean anything in this country. One’s as good as another. Keep McGregor. It’s a good one. So is Gordon … and that’s not my right name, either.” Smiling, he closed the door behind him, leaving the boy alone.
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During the week that followed, the boy learned all he needed to know about Gordon. Actually the man’s first name was Gordon; his last name was Davis. But he had not used the latter in the six years he had been living in the pine country. There was no sinister reason for the omission. Gordon simply wanted to break away completely from the old life and habits of one Gordon Davis.

He had talked a great deal that week, as though most happy to have a guest in his home.

“A few years ago I wouldn’t have told this to anyone. I didn’t even think about it,” he said. “I wanted nothing to remind me of Hollywood. I hated the sound of my own name. I more than hated it. I was afraid of it. Gordon Davis, managing editor of that slick, pseudo-glamour movie magazine Seeing Stars! I can say it now, and it doesn’t bother me at all. I know that life’s all over for me. But what the devil, the name Gordon alone is good enough.” He laughed. “In fact, I don’t even need that much. It doesn’t matter around here. Over at the general store in Leesburg they call me ‘Slim, the Burro Man.’ That’s enough identification for anyone around these parts.

“I went to work on Seeing Stars at the age of fourteen, and thirty years later became managing editor. I spent ten more years in that job before chucking the whole thing. I was sick of the business, sick of Hollywood, sick of the world. I guess I’d felt that way for years, but never had the gumption to do anything about it. One day my secretary hands me a deed to an acre of land. ‘Look,’ she says, ‘what the publicity department of that movie epic Sea of Pines has come up with. They’ve given you an acre of pine woodland in Arizona!’

“Well, sure enough, that’s exactly what those guys had done to publicize their forthcoming picture,” Gordon continued. “And there’s no telling how many newspaper and magazine editors in the country got deeds like mine.” He smiled. “But I think I’m the only one who paid my taxes on the property, and then finally moved off to live on it. I’ve never had a moment’s regret. Oh, it wasn’t easy at first, but before long I had it like I wanted it. So now I’m happy and set in my ways just like any old city bachelor, only I’m up here in the pines and alone. I like being alone. I’ll always like it after what I’ve gone through in Hollywood. I’ve got a town, this Leesburg, just over the mountain range. It’s close enough, twenty-one miles through the Cut. I get to town maybe once a month for supplies, less often if I can manage it.

“The rest of the time I spend right around here, taking care of myself, the house, old Goldie and my flowers. I guess you’re kind of surprised at my having so many flowers, now that you know I’m color-blind. But there’s nothing wrong with my nose. I can still smell. And that makes up for my not being able to appreciate their beauty.

“Of course, I’m away a lot, too. Goldie and I know our way around most of these woods, the mountains and the desert country. We go out prospecting for gold and silver.”

Gordon’s clear eyes were always bright when he spoke of his journeys. “I’m no hermit, but a prospector. Think of me as that, McGregor.” And then he would go on, spending hours telling of his far wanderings through high and low country, searching for his elusive strike. “There was a time in a deep canyon I call the Gory Rut that … And another time over beyond the Red Monument … Then back a few years ago I spent a month on Buckskin Ridge and there … But you can’t ignore the desert so let me tell you about the time …”

For most of the week the boy listened to Gordon tell in detail of his years on the trail with Goldie. He listened, and forgot for a while his own problems in the story of the man’s quest for gold and silver. But at last he came to realize that Gordon actually cared nothing at all about acquiring new wealth. His interest was in the constant search that took him away even from the simple comforts he had here in his meadow home, an endless search that led through canyons, gorges and valleys, across wastelands, woods and ridges. All these mysterious, untouched lands Gordon loved. He was eager to see them with his own eyes, and then to look at what lay beyond.

But the following week Gordon spoke little of himself, his journeys or his life in the pines. It was as if he had talked his fill, and now wanted to be left alone again. Once he even forgot why the boy was there, for he said, “Your face is familiar, McGregor. Have you ever been in Hollywood?” Not until he saw the whiteness come to the boy’s face did he remember. Not until he heard him say “I don’t know” did he mumble an abrupt apology for his own forgetfulness, and go outside to tend to his flowers.

It was during this week that the boy was most miserable. His body had regained its strength and he felt completely well except for the headaches that came perhaps once or twice a day to remind him of his injury. But he lived with the bitter torment that while his physical condition had improved considerably his mind hadn’t. There was no sign of mental recovery, nothing that encouraged him to think, to hope that in time his memory would return.

Conscious of the boy’s mental agony, Gordon tried to do everything he could to help him. He talked a little more during the week that followed. Again he veered from the set pattern of his bachelor life to make the boy more comfortable. He offered him his bed again instead of the living-room couch. But the boy refused. Gordon told him every night to use the big leather chair in the living room, and to feel free to read any of his books. But always the boy refused, saying that he was all right, that he didn’t want to get in the way at all, and that he appreciated everything Gordon had done for him.

So Gordon resigned himself to helping the boy in the only way left. He spent longer hours in the kitchen, cooking the most nourishing meals he knew … stewed young chicken with hot broth and potatoes and green vegetables, roast lamb and beef and salads … meals such as one would get only in fine restaurants and good homes. He set these dishes down on clean tablecloths, urging the boy to eat everything before him.

One night he said, “You must face the fact that you’ve suffered a head concussion, and that’s been followed by amnesia. I suppose it’s only because you were in fine physical shape that you were able to get along without medical attention. Now you’re on the way to complete recovery. But to make it come even faster you’ve got to have plenty of rest and nourishment. That’s all any doctor would tell you, I’m sure.”

“What good is my being physically well, if I can’t remember?” McGregor asked bitterly.

“Your memory will come back, too, if you’re healthy and want it back.”

“Want it back?” A thin smile crept on the boy’s face. “Don’t you think I do?”

The man looked at McGregor a long while, and then said, “Yes … yes, I guess you do, at that.” He turned away guiltily. “The last few days I got to thinking that maybe you didn’t want to regain your memory,” he admitted. “I’ve heard of some people creating a mental block because they don’t want to remember their past.” He met the boy’s eyes again, those tragic, saddened eyes. “I was wrong,” he said.

“You were thinking of the money in the dresser,” McGregor said accusingly. “You thought that since the police are after me …” He paused. “I want to remember everything,” he began again, heatedly. “I don’t care what happens to me after that. I can face it then. You’ve got to believe that.”

“I believe you, and if you want your memory back it’ll come.”

“But how? What good is my wanting it back, if the barrier is always there?”

“It’s half the job,” the man said. “The other half is complete physical recovery from your injury.”

The boy smiled bitterly. “Then I should be completely well,” he said. “I feel fine.”

“No, it isn’t that fast. You have to work for it. There are steps you must take.”

“Steps?”

“Yes, steps. Your body, your hands must have been trained to do something. Start using them, and maybe you’ll find out what it was. Something you do should come easier, more natural to you than anything else. Pursue whatever that is, and perhaps the association of this and what comes from it will make something else more familiar. Follow that line and somewhere along it you should get your memory back.”

Gordon left the room. He returned a moment later, carrying a rifle which he handed to the boy. “Let’s see you hold it, feel it,” he said abruptly.

The boy’s hands slid down the long barrel. The rifle was light in his hands but there was nothing familiar about it. Instead he lifted it awkwardly to his shoulder.

Seeing this, Gordon quickly took the rifle away from him. “You sure never handled a rifle much,” he said. Then he pushed something else into the boy’s hand, his eyes intent, watching every move.

The boy looked down at the small revolver, and was afraid to close his fingers about it. He was afraid because of what he might learn. But finally he made himself grasp it. He felt the polished butt in the palm of his right hand, the trigger beneath his finger. He raised it, sighting it.

“You’ve closed the wrong eye,” Gordon said. “Keep them both open or just close the left one.” Then he took back the revolver, making no effort to conceal his relief at the boy’s being no more familiar with the revolver than with the rifle. He smiled. “Whatever you’ve done hasn’t been in this line,” he said. “That’s good to know.”

The days that followed were easier for McGregor. He had some kind of plan now, and it was far better than just sitting around the house, waiting for the black mental curtain to rise.

He worked with the flowers and plants, cutting them back and planting new ones. He spaded the earth, and rubbed the dirt in his hands, hoping that just the feel of it would awaken some remembrance of similar activity. He brought the dirt close to his nose, smelling it as he did the flowers. But the moist earth, the perfume-scented flowers did nothing for him, awakened nothing.

His nights were spent reading the many books in Gordon’s library, hoping that some page, perhaps just a single sentence would provide him with a key that would open other doors now so securely locked.

One afternoon, thinking the fishing rod he held in his hands felt a little familiar, he went to the meadow steam. Walking along, he found a black pool where fish swarmed in the depths. He found himself shortening his line, and somehow the leader and the fly seemed familiar, too. He must have fished before, and within him rose a keen sense of anticipation, of frenzied hope. Maybe here was his key! He slid down the steep grassy bank, and then stopped. He drew his arm back, his wrist snapped. The reel whirled beneath his thumb. He had cast easily. He had fished before! There was no doubt of it! The fly rested but a second on the surface of the stream, and then came a flash of a white body from the deep blackness. He felt the fish strike, but he was hardly conscious of the fight to land it.

Later he held his catch in his hands, looking at it as if he expected the fish to speak and tell him who he really was. He sat there until the stream became dark in the deep shadows of the setting sun. Finally he got to his feet, and started back for the cottage. He had found something he had done before. He had found a key but it had opened no other doors. A feeling of bitterness, of utter defeat and hopelessness walked with him. Nothing would change, ever change, for him.

The next few days he did nothing. Gordon watched him and offered no sympathy. “This is your fight, McGregor,” the man said. “No one can help you but yourself.” The boy remained silent.

Early the following week Gordon said, “I’m going to town for supplies. You can come or stay here just as you like.” He didn’t meet the boy’s eyes.

McGregor knew it was time to go, that Gordon had had enough of playing host and friend and nursemaid to him. Gordon wanted to be left alone, to live the quiet, secluded life he had chosen for himself six years ago.

“I’ll go with you,” he said.

Surprised, the man looked up. “It’s an all-day trip,” he said, “and you’ll have to walk. Goldie will be carrying some books I’m mailing back to a friend in California.”

McGregor carried his breakfast dishes to the sink. “I’ve walked before,” he said, and then his eyes dropped to the high boots he wore. “I’ll have to keep these,” he added, “and your clothes. But some day …”

“You’re coming back with me. You’re welcome here.”

The boy washed the dishes. “No, you’ve done enough. As you said the other night, it’s my fight. No one can help me but myself.”

“I didn’t mean it the way it must have sounded to you, McGregor.”

“It sounded all right. It still makes sense. I’ll find a way out.”

“There’s not much to do in Leesburg. It’s pretty small.”

“Then I’ll go on until I find work.”

“You got that money to help.…” Gordon stopped abruptly when the boy turned and faced him.

“Keep it,” McGregor said. “I don’t even want to think about it now. Later, when I learn …”

The tall man stood up. “All right, if you want it that way. It’ll be here when you decide what to do with it.” He went to the sink, and together they finished the dishes in silence.

Goldie stood still, awaiting his pack. Gordon fondled the burro’s head, but his eyes were inquisitively watching the boy. McGregor had gone for the hobbled burro at the far end of the meadow. He had taken the halter and put it on Goldie before taking off the burro’s hobbles.

Perhaps, Gordon thought, I’m putting too much emphasis on this. But I remember my first time with Goldie. Tenderfoot that I was, I went and freed Goldie of his hobbles, and then tried to get the halter on him. I chased him for an hour, and never would have caught him without help.

He watched McGregor run the currycomb and brush over Goldie, cleaning the burro’s long hair until it shone in the sun. And then the kid took the saddle blankets, placing them carefully upon Goldie’s back, making certain they were smoothly folded so there would be no chafing. Next came the pack saddle. Gordon hung back, helping only a little, his eyes never leaving the boy’s hands. The kid was just as careful with the saddle as he had been with the blankets. McGregor got it in place and then buckled the girth straps, not too tight, not too loose. His hands moved quickly, surely. The kid had saddled before, and often. There could be no doubt of this. Yet McGregor wasn’t even aware of what his hands were telling him. He was too busy at his job.

Only when the pack itself was placed on Goldie’s back did the boy hesitate and fumble. Gordon went to work then, drawing the pack ropes tight and fastening the boxes firmly so they wouldn’t slip. “Nothing is worse than a loose hitch,” he said. “If the pack slides or comes apart, Goldie will take off, and we’ll be all day trailing him and picking up the books from the mountainside.” His hands moved expertly, and his eyes were bright with his pride in a packer’s art. For a while he forgot the boy who was watching him.

They were well on their way through the pines when Gordon got to thinking again of McGregor’s skill in handling and saddling Goldie. Yet he hesitated to mention it. The kid had learned he had fished before, but it hadn’t helped. In fact, it had made things worse. McGregor expected too much too fast. So Gordon decided to say nothing about it.

More than an hour later, the boy said, “I’ve been thinking about Goldie’s name. I mean his full name, Black Gold.”

Gordon didn’t turn back to look at him. “Why? What’s wrong with it?”

“There’s nothing wrong with it. You say Black Gold won the Kentucky Derby?”

“Yes, back in 1924.”

The boy remained silent for a long while so Gordon spoke again. “I guess I didn’t tell you that I’m interested in the Thoroughbred. Or at least I was before coming here. Don’t have much chance to follow the breed now.”

“The Thoroughbred?”

“Yes, that’s what I said … the racehorse, the horse that’s been bred to race for centuries, not the quarter horse they have in this state that they’re trying to make into a racehorse. Luckily, I don’t see much of people around here. The way I feel about the Thoroughbred and they feel about their quarter horse only makes for an argument. Oh, don’t get me wrong, there’s nothing wrong with their horses, if they use them for what they’ve been developed to do, and don’t make unjustified claims as to their racing ability. Sure, they’re fast up to a quarter of a mile, and once in a while a furlong farther. They’re handy and quick and easy to handle. They’re the ideal working cow horse. The best of them do have some Thoroughbred or Standardbred or Morgan blood in them, if you trace back their bloodlines. But to hear some of the folks talk in Leesburg, the quarter horse is a breed of long standing. He isn’t at all, he’s a type of horse that’s been developed to work the range. He’s no racehorse.”

The boy spoke, his voice hesitant as if he was a little unsure of himself. “You can’t blame people for loving any kind of a race, no matter how long or how short, and for loving their horses regardless of type or breed.”

Gordon turned, his eyes studying the boy’s face. He remembered again McGregor’s hands as he had saddled Goldie, and now the kid had spoken of people’s love for racing with an understanding that couldn’t be ignored. No doubt about it, the kid had had something to do with horses at one time or another. And come to think of it, he had the build of a born rider. Gordon turned again to the trail ahead, but his eyes lost none of their thoughtfulness. Sometime, somewhere, he’d seen this kid. Where? Anything to do with horses? Couldn’t be. He’d been here for six years, and the few horses he’d seen were the cow horses in Leesburg. It wasn’t there. He was certain of that. And there was no sense in thinking back six years to the California tracks, for the kid was too young for that. How about the magazines? How about the issues of Thoroughbred Record that Lew Miller had sent him a year ago, and which he’d read and returned? Could he have seen a picture of the kid in one of them?

Finally he said, “I’ll bet you’ll find you like horses, McGregor.”

“I like Goldie, anyway,” the boy replied.

They crossed a meadow, and then the trail descended into a long valley. They were nearing the mountain range.

“Maybe you can get a job near Leesburg,” Gordon said thoughtfully. “There’s a man named Allen you might get along with pretty well. He’s an Easterner and brought some friends along with him to settle down here. Three years ago it was, and he and his pals have been playing cowboy ever since.” He laughed. “But I guess I can’t criticize them too much for that. For six years I’ve been playing prospector. Anyway, this fellow Allen had the money to buy up the best water and grazing land in the Leesburg area. He’s got cattle and quarter horses. Just now he’s more interested in the horses. He’s got the three-year-old champ at three hundred yards … won with him last year. Since then he’s been walking around town like he owned Satan.”

“Satan?”

Gordon turned at the sudden intensity of the boy’s voice. He saw the white face, skin drawn tight, and the eyes that reflected conflicting emotions. An awareness of something familiar was there at first, then came a groping, a groping for identity. Finally the eyes were filled with deep sadness as the boy lost his mental fight.

Gordon spoke softly. “Satan is a racehorse,” he said, “a champion in his day.”

“I know,” the boy said. “Somehow I know. But why?” He put a hand to his head.

“You got your headache back?”

“Just a little. It’ll go away.”

“We’ll take a rest before we go through the Cut,” Gordon said. “It’ll make it easier for you.”

He decided to speak no more about horses. But when he got to town he’d drop a line to Lew Miller, asking him to send another batch of the Thoroughbred Record for him to read. Maybe he’d find something in them that would give him a clue to the boy’s identity. But what about the bloodstained money back at the cottage? What good would it do to be able to tell the boy who he was, if it meant that he was wanted by the police for the Utah robbery? And what good would it do him? He wouldn’t rest very easy, knowing for certain that he had harbored a fugitive, that he had known his whereabouts all along without telling the authorities. Perhaps it would be best to stay out of this altogether from now on. Just try to get the kid a job at the Allen ranch, and then go home and take up where he’d left off before the boy came. It was the easiest way.

So, with McGregor following him, Gordon led his burro down the long valley at the foot of the mountains. He did not know, because he had no radio, of the futile search still going on in northern Wyoming for Alec Ramsay, who had ridden Satan in some of his greatest triumphs. A heartbreaking search that now had been forsaken by all save a small, private land party organized by Henry Dailey, who refused to give up because “Alec is not dead. If he was I’d feel it. A part of me would be gone, would have died with him, and I’d know.…”

And far from Wyoming, too, grazed a tall black stallion, the sire of Satan. He wasn’t the Black of four weeks ago. Now his fine mane and tail were matted and heavy with burrs, brush, and pine needles. His unshod hoofs were worn and hard from running at top speed over rocks, boulders and sagebrush. He had learned to run lightly, making scarcely a sound no matter what the terrain might be. His great body was torn and scarred from the rakings of savage teeth and claws. Yet he had survived his terrible battles, and now, shining in his eyes, was the wild look of an animal who knew desolate country, and feared neither it nor man nor beast. His body was thin yet hard from spending weeks on the short forage of the high mountain country. In spite of his ragged appearance, his wind and endurance were of the best.

Now he stopped grazing to sniff the wind. Then he whistled, and started his band traveling again. The mares moved at his command … the sorrels, bays, piebalds, buckskins and palominos. Some of them were wild mustangs who had never known the touch of man, others wore the brands of ranches in Wyoming, Utah and Arizona. They were less than a hundred miles from where Gordon and the boy called McGregor stopped to rest before entering the mountain pass that would take them to Leesburg.
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Gordon spoke no more about horses. He had dropped the subject, and did not mean to bring it up again. Nor was the boy anxious to pursue it. The long hike had brought back his headache, and he wanted only to rest, hoping to get rid of his pain again.

For half an hour they sat before the Cut, and then McGregor got to his feet. “I’m ready if you are,” he said.

“Headache gone?”

McGregor nodded, Gordon rose, taking hold of his burro. He didn’t need to tell the kid that the roughest part of the trip was still ahead of them. McGregor could see that for himself. For five more hours the trail would be backbreaking but safe. They would climb two thousand feet, and then drop four thousand. There would probably be a bear or two to contend with somewhere on the trail, for the Cut was the easiest pass across this range, and bears were the most skilled of all animals in finding the least difficult route. Gordon held his rifle ready.

They went slowly up the steep ascent, stopping every half-hour to rest a few minutes before going on again. They were hemmed in by cliffs thousands of feet high. The air became thinner, and their breathing more labored. They saw a bear feeding, and Gordon used his rifle at a distance of three hundred yards and missed. From then on they were constantly on the lookout for the bear, but he never reappeared. As they continued climbing, the very tops of the cliffs came down to meet them, and soon they seemed close beneath the sky.

They rested again at the summit of the Cut. They sat on rocks with tumultuous boulders and slabs of sheer stone all around them. But above and beyond rose the giant peaks, calm and stately in the peaceful stillness of the upper air.

They didn’t speak. Gordon only nodded toward the drop in the trail ahead of them, and the boy understood. From now on they’d be going down. The worst was behind them. They sat for a long while in the mountain silence. There was a wind but it passed over bare rock and made no noise. It could move nothing up here.

Finally they began their descent. The trail was steep, and all their efforts now were bent in holding themselves back from going too fast and slipping on the loose shale beneath their feet. Once more the walls of the high crevice closed in about them, shutting out the sky except for a narrow strip of light at the very top. For three more hours the trail continued to be steep, hard, and long, and then with startling abruptness the crevice came to an end. They emerged upon a bright sunlit plateau. Far in the distance, and across this broad strip of flat, open land, were other ranges. Mountains edged the plateau on all sides except to the south, where only in the great distances could lofty peaks be seen again.

The air was warm, having none of the coolness and sweetness of the high pines. But it was not the heat of the low country and desert. Mountain quail rose from the brown grasses and gray brush, startled by their approach. Here was waterless country, and Gordon, loving the green meadows of his pines with their swift-rushing mountain brooks, told McGregor, “This tableland has never been for me. One look at it and I’m always anxious to pick up my supplies at the store and get back home.”

For two more hours they traveled across the plateau, their feet and Goldie’s hoofs sending up dust that clung to the warm air for some time before settling over their tracks. Finally they reached a dirt road which came from the mountain foothills to the north and continued across the plateau to Leesburg. They had walked it for an hour when the boy said, “My headache’s back. Could we rest a couple of minutes?”

They sat down by the side of the road. A few miles ahead was Leesburg. “Don’t go expecting much,” Gordon warned. “There’s a general store, a few houses, and a hotel. Leesburg sets in the middle of nowhere, and as far as I can see has no reason for being except for the likes of myself … and the Allen ranch,” he added as an afterthought.

From the direction of the northern foothills came a small, open truck. Gordon said, “It’s Cruikshank. Maybe he’ll give you a ride into town. It’ll save you walking a few miles.”

The truck was still more than a mile from them, but Gordon got to his feet. “Don’t figure on the ride until you get it,” he said. “Cruikshank is a peculiar guy. He might not even slow down for us. He’s a horse trader, but with nothing ever good to trade. He’s been in these parts, living up in the foothills there, for twenty or more years, I hear. He’s always been after the ranch property Allen has now, but never had enough money to swing the deal. Consequently, he’s been bitter toward anyone who has ever owned the ranch. Now it’s Allen’s turn. I heard he’s uglier toward Allen than he’s been with any of the other ranch owners. I suppose that’s because Allen is an Easterner. Or maybe it’s because Cruikshank is getting older, and still isn’t any closer to buying good pastureland for his horses than he was twenty years ago. He knows everyone in town dislikes him for his bitterness, and now he’s blaming Allen for it. But Allen hardly knows the guy is alive. Allen’s too busy minding his own business to pay any attention to what people, even Cruikshank, think of him.”

The boy suddenly got to his feet. “Cruikshank is pulling something behind the truck. Doesn’t it look like a horse to you?”

“I thought it was just the dust from his wheels, but now that you mention it …”

The truck had reached a turn in the road. Behind and just a little to the left of the truck they were now able to see a tied horse. He was galloping hard to keep up with the speeding truck. He slipped coming off the turn, and the dust behind him billowed greater than ever as his haunches scraped the road. Somehow he managed to get his hind legs beneath him again. The truck increased its speed, and the horse was unable to keep up with it. He fell again.

“He’s being dragged to his death!” Gordon exclaimed. But he found he was speaking to himself. The boy had left his side, and was running down the road toward the truck. He shouted to him, but McGregor kept running.

The boy found himself nearing the truck without knowing exactly what he intended to do. He had acted strictly on impulse. He waited until the truck was only a few feet from him, until he heard the sudden drag of wheels as the brakes were jammed on, and then he flung himself to the side of the road to avoid being hit. He landed on his hands and knees. He saw the angry face within the cab, and heard the oaths that were shouted at him. As the truck started up again, he sprang from a crouched position and his hands hit the side rails.

He thought the pull of the truck had wrenched his arms from their sockets. Yet he held on, his feet dragging while the truck picked up speed again. His eyes located the horse behind the vehicle. The animal had his legs under him, but it would be only a few minutes before he’d go down again … for good this time. McGregor knew it. So must the man behind the wheel. There was no doubt now that Cruikshank meant to murder this horse! The truck swept past Gordon without slowing down.

Seeing the animal’s straining, wet body and the blinded, lusterless eyes gave McGregor the strength and will to pull his feet onto the lower rail. He moved back until he was able to reach the rope. He was familiar with the knot. He knew that one good pull on the hanging end would untie it. He yanked the end hard, and the rope was whipped from the truck. He saw the horse go down, and then the dust swirled and blanketed the road behind.

He knew he couldn’t jump off with the truck going so fast. There was no window in the back of the cab, so Cruikshank didn’t know he had lost his victim … not yet. But soon. The truck went faster. Cruikshank had meant this to be the end.

Behind them and coming from the south, McGregor saw three men on horseback, riding at full gallop. They were headed for the fallen horse, and the boy was glad that others besides Gordon and himself had seen what Cruikshank had intended to do.

The outlying houses of Leesburg were less than a mile away when the truck came to a sudden stop. McGregor knew why. Cruikshank did not intend to drag a dead horse into town.

The boy jumped off the back of the truck, but did not run. He saw the door open and the man coming toward him. He saw Cruikshank’s gaze shift to the back of the truck, and then quickly return to him again. He saw wild, sunken eyes, a lean and gaunt body covered with tattered clothes. He saw the haggard face and the big, worn hands, the blackened skin that must have been very wet a short while ago, for now it was caked with dust. He felt sudden pity for this ragged, unkempt form in front of him … this worn man with the big eyes of terrible gloom.

But then the hot flame of anger burned within him again at the thought of this man’s viciousness, at the agony he had caused a horse, at the murder he had intended to commit! McGregor had time to see the warning look in the man’s eyes. He dodged the hands, but Cruikshank threw himself at him, catching hold of his leg. For a moment the man just held him on the ground, breathing heavily over him, and then pulled him roughly to his feet.

He never knew what Cruikshank intended to do, for suddenly the man stood still as a small sedan came down the road from town, slowing as it neared the truck and then coming to a stop before it. The boy saw a heavyset man get out. He saw a gray suit, a gray sombrero, and then the bright silver star of the sheriff’s office on the man’s lapel.

Sudden panic seized McGregor. He ripped Cruikshank’s hands from his shirt, and began to run. He tripped over some brush, and went down hard. He was getting up on his feet when he was shoved back down on the ground again. This time it was the sheriff who held him there. He heard him ask, “What are you up to now, Cruikshank? What have you got on this boy?”

“I was bringin’ a horse into town to sell. This kid set him loose a piece back.”

“Set him loose?”

“The colt warn’t clean broke yet. I had some trouble loadin’ him so I jus’ tied him up to the back, an’ wuz leadin’ him in.”

“And this boy untied him deliberately? Where’s your horse now?”

“No tellin’ where he be now. Lost for good, I reckon, unless I kin track him down, an’ there ain’t much chance o’ that if he gits to the stones.”

“Is that right, boy? You turned his horse free?”

The boy didn’t answer, and the sheriff finally turned away to look back up the road. McGregor was conscious of Cruikshank’s large eyes studying him as he lay there; they looked into him, seeing the fear of the sheriff that gripped him and closed his mind to everything but a way to get free, to run again.

The sheriff turned to Cruikshank. “It don’t make sense. Why would this kid want to set your horse loose?”

“I dunno anything about that. He did, an’ ain’t that enough?” Cruikshank’s eyes were shifty. He’d had dealings with the sheriff often. The sheriff was against him. Everybody was against him. He’d get even. Someday he’d get even with them all … with the whole town.

The sheriff got to his feet, and his hands left the boy.

I can roll now, McGregor thought frantically. I can get away, if I move fast enough. I’ll get to the mountains. They’ll never catch me there. It’s my only chance.

“Better watch’m,” Cruikshank warned. “He’ll get away on ya.”

“I’m not worried,” the sheriff said. “Besides, here comes your horse.”

Slowly, the moving figures of horses and men came up the road.

McGregor turned quickly toward them. He knew that he didn’t have to run now. Gordon and Goldie were there. Gordon would help him.

“Stay where you are, Cruikshank,” the sheriff said suddenly. “You wouldn’t want to leave without your horse, would you?”

The boy turned to the gaunt figure that had moved toward the truck. He felt a sense of pity for Cruikshank steal over him again. Anger had left the man’s large eyes, and only gloom was there once more. Cruikshank must have lost his head while trying to load his unbroken horse. His fury had mounted until his crazed mind had told him that his only recourse was to kill the animal who had defied him. Now Cruikshank was caught and cornered, and looking for escape … or pity.

McGregor turned to the small group that had reached them. He saw the beaten horse again. The animal was as lean and gaunt as Cruikshank and, in addition, bleeding and torn, and almost dead. McGregor’s anger at this man flared again. He had no chance to speak out in his condemnation of Cruikshank’s viciousness, for one of the riders dismounted just then, his face red with fury as he eyed Cruikshank and spoke to the sheriff. “Tom,” he said, “I want you to arrest Cruikshank. I charge him with one of the cruelest attempts to murder a horse I’ve ever seen. He was dragging this colt to his death. I’ll press charges all the way. I have witnesses … Mike, Joe and Slim. Cruikshank would have gotten away with it if it hadn’t been for this kid here. He set the colt loose. We saw him do it.”

Cruikshank’s big eyes held terrible hate and bitterness for the man who had spoken out against him. His great hands reached for his informer.

They all closed in upon Cruikshank then, pinning his long arms to his sides and handcuffing his wrists behind him. The sheriff took him away, as with oaths and screams he threatened vengeance on the man half his size and weight who had succeeded in sending him to jail for his crime.

Now this thin, small-boned man helped McGregor to his feet and said, “It took a lot of nerve to do what you did, kid.”

McGregor looked gratefully at the man, who wore rimless eyeglasses. Then Gordon was beside him, and he knew there was nothing more to fear. He looked past them to the short-coupled, dark bay horse with the white feet which the man had ridden. He watched the animal toss his head, trying to break away from the cowboy who held him.

“This is Mr. Allen,” Gordon was saying. “He’s the man who owns the ranch I told you about.”

McGregor hardly heard Gordon. He was watching the horse, and trying to remember. A tossing head, pitched ears … all so familiar, yet seemingly an eternity ago. Where had he known such things as these?

Allen said, “Slim tells me you’re looking for a job.”

Slim? Oh, yes, Gordon was Slim. Gordon was Slim, the Burro Man. McGregor put a hand to his head.

Allen spoke again. “Can you ride? Have you ever worked on a ranch before?”

“I—I d-don’t …”

Gordon interrupted quickly, answering for him. “I’m sure he’ll work out well, Allen. After all, one doesn’t do what he just did for that colt without a genuine feeling for horses.”

“Yes, that’s more important than anything else. That’s what counts,” Allen agreed. “Well, you’ve got a job if you want it, kid. What’s your name again?”

“McGregor. My name is McGregor.” It came so easy now.

“You can start any day you like,” Allen said.

The boy felt Gordon’s hands on his shoulder, prodding him. But it wasn’t necessary. He was looking at the fine, dark bay horse as he said, “I’ll start now. I’ll go along with you right away.”

The horse neighed in his impatience to be turned loose. And, listening to him, McGregor knew that he had found the beginning of the road back.
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Two weeks later McGregor sat with Mike and Joe around a small open campfire. For a while he listened to their stories. They had a lot to say, but most of it was about themselves, and he’d heard it all before. As usual they were in high spirits, for their work was easy and fun for them. All they had to do was to watch the small band of mares, making sure none of them strayed or got into trouble.

It was an hour before sunset, but with the air already turning cold they had started the fire. They were a thousand feet above the plateau, and on a gently sloping range where grazing was rich and water plentiful. The band seldom moved beneath the clear sun and sky. A mile or so beyond, cattle were grazing as peacefully as were the mares. McGregor made out the forms of the men riding slowly around the large herd. In the first week he had spent with them he had learned he was the worst kind of an amateur at handling cattle. He knew for certain he’d never had anything to do with steers before. For a few days Allen had watched him work, and then wisely had assigned him to Mike and Joe in caring for the broodmare band. Actually it was a job to be envied, for Allen’s first love was the horses, and their care and handling took precedence over all other ranch activities.

Below on the broad plateau were more cattle and men. Beyond was the ranch house with its corrals and barns. McGregor saw the dust being raised in the largest corral, and knew Allen had put out Hot Feet for a while. The dark bay colt was Allen’s most prized possession. He had bought him as a weanling, raised him, and last year had seen him win his championship. All the mares in the band would be bred to Hot Feet, and hope was running high that still other champions would come from these matings.

The boy lay back on his blanket, hands beneath his head. He caught part of Mike’s story, “… an’ that little horse threw me so high I hit a blackbird flyin’ above the ring …” He knew that one. So did Joe, but Joe was listening to Mike’s grand tale as though hearing it for the first time. The boy glanced at the mares to make certain they were all right, and then closed his ears to the conversation.

Two weeks had gone by. Two weeks on the right road back. But where was it taking him? Would he ever see Gordon again? He must, for Gordon had the stolen money in his bureau drawer. He’d have to get it when he remembered to whom it belonged. He’d have to return it, wouldn’t he? Maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe he’d forget it. Maybe he’d just stay here. He didn’t want to go to jail.

He was getting well. Slowly, yes, but getting there. His headaches came only once a day now, and sometimes not at all if he was careful not to exert himself too much.

He thought of Cruikshank. Cruikshank had gone to jail for attempting to drag that colt to his death. He’d gotten twenty-one days. He’d be more bitter than ever when he got out. But that wasn’t his concern.

Wasn’t it, though? Hadn’t he helped send Cruikshank to jail? Did he now feel any sympathy for him? No, none at all. Instead he was glad Cruikshank was paying for his cruelty, his viciousness. Yet, was he any better than Cruikshank? Wasn’t he looking for sympathy, kindness and understanding from others? Wasn’t he trying to avoid paying for his crime?

He accepted all this. He knew he felt as he did about Cruikshank because the man’s crime had been against a horse who could not defend himself. It made a difference. It was the reason he felt no sympathy for Cruikshank.

Horses were linked to his past, all right. He knew it now. He had known it when he had seen Hot Feet shifting so nimbly on his hoofs behind Allen and the sheriff that first day. He had been certain of it when they’d arrived at the ranch, and he had been given a horse to ride and tend. He remembered sitting in the saddle for a long time without moving, his knees pressed close against the small roan’s body, his hands on the soft neck. Something had tried to get through to him then. It had tried to pierce that black, mental barrier. He had struggled, trying to help it come, and had failed again.

Allen had looked up at him. “We ride with longer stirrups here,” he’d said. “But suit yourself, Ride any way you like.”

Short stirrups. Leaning more forward in his saddle than the others. Something uncomfortable, uneasy about the deep Western saddle and the high pommel in front. Then and even now, two weeks later.

Why? Why?

He rose from the blanket and moved closer to the fire. He was tired of asking himself these questions, tired of groping, tired of searching for answers that always evaded him. He would try no more. From now on he would resign himself to waiting alone, waiting for the answers to come of their own accord. No more thinking about it. No more struggling.

While he looked into the small flames of the campfire, Gordon’s words came back to him: “Some people have memory failure because they don’t want to remember. If you want your memory back you’ve got to keep trying. You must want it back and make every effort to get it back. It’s up to you.…”

All right, face it. Maybe he wasn’t in such a hurry anymore. This was a good life, here on the ranch. He didn’t want to leave, to run again. No one bothered him here. No one asked him questions about his past. Only the present was important here, and one day was very much like another.

“Hey, Mac. McGregor!”

It was Mike calling him, and he turned away from the fire. “Yes?”

“You’re not being very sociable, Mac.”

“I was thinking about something.”

“You think too much,” Mike said. “C’mon over here an’ talk.”

He went and sat down beside Mike. Mike Riso, the dark-haired, dark-eyed Italian who three years ago had been a barber in New York City. He watched Mike fill his pipe, packing down the tobacco before lighting. Mike with the big, floppy sombrero, the silk handkerchief about his bull neck, the riding chaps about his legs, and the boots, those high-heeled boots. Somehow, Mike looked as though he’d always worn such clothes. He wished his own Western outfit felt and looked as familiar. But it didn’t. These clothes were strange to him and … He stopped abruptly. He had promised himself not to think about it anymore. No more struggling, he’d decided.

Mike put his arm around the boy’s shoulders, and pulled him roughly toward himself and his partner. “Did you know Joey and me and Allen were once known as the ‘Bronx Busters’?” he asked.

“No, I didn’t, Mike,” McGregor replied. He looked at Joe. Joe Riley, the ex-pharmacist of a New York City drugstore. Sandy-haired and light-complexioned but no taller, no larger than Mike or Allen. Allen, Irv Allen, the former owner of a New York City gasoline station. What a strange group these three were. Yet he knew more about them than he did about himself.

“You know why?” Mike asked.

McGregor looked up, startled. “Why what?” He had forgotten what they were talking about.

“What I just said!” Mike shouted impatiently. “Why we were called the ‘Bronx Busters’?”

“No, I don’t know.…”

Mike jabbed his elbow into Joe’s chest, and they laughed together. “We lived in the Bronx, in New York City,” he said, between chuckles. “But there’s a lot more to it than that. Get this, Mac! We not only lived in the Bronx, but we gave a Wild West rodeo show every Sunday in the Bronx!”

“Weather permitting,” Joe reminded him.

“Sure. Weather permitting,” Mike went on. “Anyway, we had a rodeo. Think of it, Mac! Right smack in the heart of New York City we had a rodeo every Sunday for years!”

“You’re serious?” the boy asked.

“Sure I am! Allen had three vacant lots he owned, and we put up some galvanized tin sheds. That’s where we kept the Bronx Bronc, Big Brother and Little Sid.”

The boy could only look at Mike, stare at him, wondering if perhaps he wasn’t being kidded after all. But no, Mike was deadly serious.

“Don’t forget our corral,” Joe prompted.

“Sure,” Mike said, “the biggest corral, the only corral in New York City. And every Sunday, people came to stand around the corral an’ watch.…”

“Lots more watched from the windows of the apartment houses all around us,” Joe said.

Mike turned to Joe. “Are you going to tell Mac this story or am I?” he asked angrily.

“All right. You tell it your way, then,” Joe said. “But don’t leave out any of the facts, the pertinent facts.”

Mike turned again to the boy. “Anyway, Mac. We put on this show every Sunday like I said. Allen rode the Bronx Bronc.…”

“A big brown horse,” Joe interrupted again. “Allen could really get him to buck.”

“An’,” Mike said, “I rode Big Brother, the most ferocious bull in …”

“Dehorned he was,” Joe said, “as an extra safety precaution for Mike.”

Mike pushed Joe away. “An’ the third act was Joey here bulldoggin’ Little Sid. He …”

“It was the only act,” Joe said, “that brought the crowd to its feet every Sunday! That’s because we had to have a new Little Sid each year. Little Sid had to be a calf, and calves grow. So every year we had a new one for my act. Little Sid was the only member of our cast who didn’t have years of rodeo experience behind him. That’s why the crowd never knew what to expect from our act.”

“You, either,” Mike said sarcastically. “Anyway, Mac. It was a good show we put on until they made us quit.”

Joe said, “A group of people in a new apartment house got together, and made up a petition against the ‘noise, odors, and actions of grown men playing cowboy every Sunday.’ That’s the way they put it,” he added in disgust. “The police had to do something, even though they’d been enjoying the rodeos as much as everyone else. So they made us quit, an’ we had to send the Bronx Bronc, Big Brother and Little Sid off to a friend of ours in Jersey.”

The boy looked from Joe to Mike, and then said, because he felt he was expected to say it, “That’s a sad ending.”

“Not so sad at all, when you think of what it finally made us do,” Mike said.

“But years later,” Joe added.

“Yah,” Mike said, “but we did it, an’ that’s what counts.”

“Did what?” McGregor asked.

“Came here,” Mike returned. “Y’see, Mac, not long after our rodeo was shut down, the city finished a new bridge connecting the Bronx to Long Island. First thing we knew …”

“Allen knew, you mean,” Joe said.

“Yeah, first thing Allen knew was that he was makin’ money hand over fist at his gas station because it was located on the approach to the bridge.”

“An’ his three vacant lots were on the approach, too,” Joe said. “Real estate values doubled, then tripled. This wasn’t due only to the new bridge traffic. Y’see, a lot of people started moving to our neighborhood just so they could get out of New York weekends by crossing the bridge and getting to the Long Island beaches.”

“Whose story is this?” Mike asked furiously.

“Your story,” Joe said. “But don’t forget the pertinent facts, like I said before.”

“Well, Mac,” Mike said, “Allen held on to his station and vacant lots for a couple of years and then sold out. He came to us, and offered to set us up in a new business.”

“Out west,” Joe said.

“Out west,” Mike repeated, “where folks appreciated the same things we did, horses and cattle. So here we are, an’ here we’ve been for three years, thanks to the good old rodeo days.”

“Thanks to the Bronx–Long Island Bridge,” Joe added. “Thanks to Stark Realtors, Incorporated, specializing in fine western properties for Easterners. And, most important, thanks to Irv Allen.”

“An’ thanks to me,” Mike said, “the ranch foreman.”

“You’re just a figurehead,” Joe said, “an’ you know it. Hank Larom is the real boss. What do you know about cattle? Nothing. Allen’s smart. He picked a good man like Larom to run things, and then he gives you a fancy title to keep you happy.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Mike said, his feelings hurt. He turned to the boy and all his zeal came back. “How about that for a story, Mac? What do you think of the ‘Bronx Busters’ now?”

“I think it’s a great story,” McGregor said. He let the subject drop by getting to his feet and going to the saddle racks. Darkness was falling fast, and the well-polished leather reflected the glow of the campfire. He got a bucket and went to a nearby spring for water. It was his turn to cook tonight. Far down the range he saw the glows of other campfires, and from farther beyond came the wail of a coyote. He turned to the mares. There was plenty of good grass and water for them here. They never strayed very far. Tonight he had the watch from midnight until four o’clock, so he’d climb into his sleeping bag right after supper.

He went back to the fire, and Mike and Joe, their faces crimsoned by the flames, looked up at him.

“Joey was just sayin’,” Mike said, “that the folks out here haven’t accepted us even after three years. An’ I told him it didn’t matter ’cause we haven’t accepted them yet, either. We’re independent, we are.”

“We can afford to be, on Allen’s money,” Joe said. “If it wasn’t for him, it’d be different, all right.”

Mike withdrew his pipe, and spat in the fire. “Well, we’re helpin’ him make the ranch a payin’ business, aren’t we? He’s got more money now than he had when we came.”

“Thanks to Hank Larom managing things, and Allen’s good sense,” Joe said quietly. “It was Allen who hired Hank, and Allen who bought Hot Feet as a weanling.”

Mike sucked his pipe thoughtfully. “Yep,” he said. “We’re sure beatin’ these Westerners at their own game. Here we got a payin’ cattle ranch an’ the best little quarter horse in the country. That’s what gets ’em, Mac, our havin’ Hot Feet. Folks out here expect most anyone to be able to raise cattle and make a profit, but it’s raisin’ a grand horse like Hot Feet that makes ’em mad. Beatin’ them at their own game, that’s what we’re doin’, all right.”

McGregor put the kettle on the two flat iron bars over the fire, and then he went to the bag of provisions.

“What you fixin’ us tonight, Mac?” Mike asked.

“Boiled rice and steak.”

“An’ onions?”

“Sure.”

Mike lay back on his blanket. “Good,” he said.

The mares nickered, but they were settling down for the night. Mike and Joe as usual had talked their fill, and they would be more or less quiet until morning. McGregor got his pans ready. He found he liked to cook, even had a knack for it. And the one who cooked never had to wash the dishes. He’d be resting after supper, taking it nice and easy while Mike and Joe scrubbed the pots and plates. It was a good life and, most important to him, one set apart from the rest of the world. The wind beat against the hanging utensils, rattling them until he removed them from their hooks. It became quiet, and he felt a sense of aloofness from everything. It was as he wanted it.

Mike spoke from behind him, his voice shattering the peaceful stillness. “Y’know, Mac, between you an’ me, I think Allen’s got somethin’ else in mind for you. He’s never been happy about puttin’ a professional jockey up on Hot Feet like he had to do last year in the big race. I remember he said at the time, ‘Mike, it’s a crime to spend years raisin’ a horse, givin’ him the best you got in you, and then have to turn him over to some little stranger you don’t know a thing about in order to race him.’ ”

The boy froze, a cooking utensil in one hand.

“So what I think Allen has in mind is for you to ride Hot Feet in the races comin’ up at Preston,” Mike continued. “He as much as told me so the other day, sayin’ you were a natural born race rider, usin’ such short stirrups, and sittin’ like you do.”

McGregor never said a word. His feeling of aloofness had been destroyed. He knew that if Mike was right, if Allen made him ride Hot Feet at Preston, somebody might identify him as the boy wanted by the Utah state police, and he would only have to run again. The night air became cold, chilling him.

Shortly before midnight Joe came to him, telling him it was time to get up. He hadn’t slept. Without a word to Joe, he went to his hobbled horse, and saddled him quickly. Later he rode quietly out to where the band grazed, and sat there, watching and thinking. An hour passed, and then another with only the wild sounds of the night to keep him company, to remind him that his job was to keep the mares from straying too far away. He rode around the band, keeping it together, listening to the sound of teeth cropping grass.

He didn’t know how long he’d been on watch when he became aware of the mares’ sudden restlessness. They weren’t moving, but all had stopped grazing; their nostrils were blown out, sniffing the air. Some animal scent was coming to them, yet they seemed unafraid. Whatever it was created more interest than fear in them. McGregor waited a few minutes, and then, when their uneasiness continued, rode quickly back to alert Mike and Joe.

“Something’s up,” he said, awakening them. They rolled from their sleeping bags with no complaints. They knew their jobs.

When he got back to the band, the mares were still facing the unbroken ridge of high trees rising to the west. They were moving now, but in no particular direction. They circled each other, their eyes leaving the western ridge for seconds only, their nostrils still wide and quivering.

Mike and Joe rode up, taking their positions about the band. There was nothing to fear now. Working together they’d be able to keep the mares in hand and protect them. Protect them from what? Nothing that human eyes could see. Nothing a human nose could smell.

For a long time the mares continued to be restless. Flashing eyes, manes and tails. Moving hoofs and nostrils. Then suddenly their action became faster, their eyes brighter. And with this came the scream, low at first and then mounting, becoming more and more shrill until it was the loudest and clearest of whistles. It claimed the high, unbroken ridge for its own and then rocked the air about. It lasted for a good many seconds, and then died slowly over the distant, rolling plain.

The men had no time to think about it then. The mares were moving to the west, and they rode after them, turning them back, holding them together until they had them quiet once more. Now the night was deathly still. The mares kept their heads up, sniffing the air for a long while before losing interest and grazing again. The scent, like the scream, was gone.

McGregor sat on his horse, looking over at the western ridge. Everything was as it had been before, except that Mike and Joe were now beside him.

“What kind of a scream was that?” Mike asked. “Sure no animal I ever heard before.”

“Could have been a bird,” Joe suggested. “Maybe an eagle.”

Mike shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe so, Joey. Anyway, it’s gone.”

“But we’d better stick together the rest of the night,” Joe said. “It might come back, and it sure made the mares act queer. Yeah, Mike, we’d better stay with Mac. We don’t want anything happening to the mares. We sure don’t, not with Allen coming around early tomorrow morning.”

They turned to the boy, watching him as he continued to gaze at the western ridge. “Whatcha lookin’ at, Mac?” Mike asked. “Whatcha thinkin’?”

“That was a horse we heard,” the boy said quietly. “A stallion … a wild stallion.”

“You’re kiddin’.” Mike turned to Joe, laughing. “The kid’s kiddin’, Joe!”

“Maybe he isn’t,” Joe said. “Mac, are you sure? Have you ever heard a horse scream like that before?”

A minute passed, then another. They didn’t think McGregor was going to answer. Finally his words came, so low they could hardly hear them. “Yes, I’ve heard a horse scream like that … a long, long time ago.”

One more step on the road back. He had recognized the whistle of a wild stallion. Where had he heard it before?

Joe said, “I don’t think you’re right, but it’s sure going to give Allen something to worry about when we tell him in the morning.”

“It was an owl, that’s what it was,” Mike said. “I guess I know an owl when I hear one.”

The boy glanced at him but said nothing.
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Dawn came with the paling of the eastern sky, and with the red flash of the sun Allen arrived on the upland range. He rode his champion, and the small, dark bay was still full of run after his long climb. Hot Feet came toward the camp with a graceful sweep, his strides short but quick. He tossed his head as though furious with Allen for sitting so upright in the saddle and creating more wind resistance.

Allen was urging him on, but his seat in the saddle lent no help to the running horse. His shouts pealed up and down the range. He kept Hot Feet in full stride until he was only a few yards from the dying campfire, and then he raised the reins. The small horse came to an abrupt, plunging halt.

As he witnessed this amazing, sudden stop from a full gallop, the boy remembered Gordon’s saying, “Sure, the quarter horse is fast over short distances. And he’s quick and easy to handle. He’s a type developed to work the range, but he’s no racehorse. The Thoroughbred is the racehorse.”

Maybe Gordon would have told all this to Allen, and maybe not. The boy knew only that such words would never come from him. He realized this simply by looking into Allen’s eyes, and seeing the love and pride that shone there for Hot Feet. The small horse had his ears back, and his feet were pounding the ground, sending up dust clouds. Just beyond were the mares, their heads held aloft, their ears cocked forward, watching him.

“ ’Morning, boys,” Allen said, but his eyes were only for the mares, and the love he had for Hot Feet was bestowed upon them as well. He, more than Mike and Joe, had become a part of the West. He had been wise in listening to men far more experienced than he, and through them he had selected the right ranch, cattle and hands to make this new venture pay for itself. In those early days, only the purchase of the weanling Hot Feet had been his decision alone. He had seen the potential speed in the small colt when others had shaken their heads. So Allen, more than anyone else, shared Hot Feet’s glory when the championship had been won last year. Afterward he had traveled throughout Arizona, and to California, New Mexico and Texas, selecting broodmares he alone felt best suited for Hot Feet’s court. His ranch and cattle were making him rich, but his sole joy was Hot Feet and the mares. Through them he had found his place, his niche in the West.

Only when Mike began telling him of the band’s restlessness during the night did he turn away from the mares. At first he was curious and only mildly interested, but he became genuinely concerned when Mike attempted to explain what the eerie scream had sounded like.

Mike ended with, “It could have been an owl. I guess it coulda been that, Irv.”

“Too shrill for an owl,” Joe said. “My guess is that it was an eagle. But Mac here says …” He stopped, and turned to the boy. “Maybe you’d better tell him, Mac.”

The boy turned from Joe to Allen. He saw that Mike’s and Joe’s suggestions had failed to wipe out the concern that still showed in the man’s eyes. Mares didn’t react the way these had from nocturnal sounds made by an owl or an eagle. Allen knew this, and so did he.

“Yes, Mac,” Allen said. “What do you think it was?”

“A stallion.” He saw the fear come quickly, brightly to the man’s eyes. He saw the sudden stiffening of Allen’s seat in the saddle, and the tightening of his legs about Hot Feet, sending him dancing again.

Mike’s and Joe’s eyes shifted nervously from the boy to Allen, and then back again. The swinging of their legs in their long stirrups indicated the stress they, too, felt because of Allen’s reaction to McGregor’s reply.

Allen finally spoke. “You’re sure?” he asked. He felt both cold and hot. His gaze never left the boy, and he realized that McGregor didn’t need to answer him. The boy was certain of what he’d heard. He couldn’t question those eyes.

Mike said, “Joey and I think the kid’s all mixed up. Irv. There ain’t no wild horses in this section. We know that, all right, same as you do.”

Allen’s eyes were on the western ridge. He removed his glasses to wipe them, then put them on again. “No, Mike,” he said, “we don’t know that at all. Lots of things could be up in that country without our knowing.”

“But Hank Larom would know,” Mike insisted, “an’ all the other guys who’ve lived around here longer’n we have. They’ve said lots of times, and you’ve heard them, that any wild mustangs around here were long ago driven up into the roughest part of the country, an’ have either been starved or hunted to death by wolves ’n mountain lions.”

Allen never took his eyes off the high ridge as he said, “I’m not thinking of mustangs, Mike.”

“Then you ain’t got anything else to worry about!” Mike attempted a short laugh. “We’re here, boss. We won’t let anything happen to ’em. Will we, Joey?”

Allen said, “I had a letter yesterday from a friend of mine over in Pueblo … that’s about fifty miles east of here. He said a wild, outlaw horse had stolen two of his best mares.”

Mike laughed again. “They prob’ly just roamed away from his men, Irv. I guess he don’t have good men like you do. I guess not.”

“No, Mike. He saw them go.”

“Y’mean he saw the stallion, Irv?” Joe asked.

“Yes. It was night but he caught a glimpse of him. He said he wasn’t any mustang but big and black, coal black. The horse ran faster than he’d ever seen one run before, and took the mares with him. They chased them, but he was too smart. They lost the tracks.”

“You’re kiddin’, Irv. Aren’t you kiddin’?” Mike asked.

“Why would I want to kid you?” Allen’s voice was impatient, angry. He turned again to the western ridge. “That wild outlaw might have come over here. He might even be out there now.”

“You’re crazy,” Mike said. Now he wasn’t speaking to his employer but to Irving Allen, who had owned the gasoline station not far from his own barbershop four years ago in New York City. “Y’been readin’ too many westerns. You’re wild and woolly like they are … an’ those days are done with, Irv.”

After a few minutes Allen turned to him, and then his gaze shifted to Joe, and finally came to rest on the boy. He said, “Mac, I want you to spend the day up on the ridge. If you find any sign of him I want to know … any sign at all … tracks, anything. If he’s out there I must do something about him.” One hand stroked Hot Feet’s glistening neck, and when he had finished speaking he turned to look at the mares again. All his concern and fear were for them, for they were meant for his champion alone.

An hour later McGregor was riding up the ridge. The slope at first was open and very gradual. His horse became impatient with the slow walk at which he was holding him. He was being careful, for the terrain was covered with small angular rocks and high clods of bunch-grass on which his mount could easily trip. Finally he gave him his head, and was amazed at the way the little quarter horse chose his ground, picking his feet well up and over the rocks and brush-grass, his short strides sure and never faltering.

When the ascent became steep McGregor brought him down to a walk again. Soon they moved through dim forest aisles no different from the mountain range to the east of the plateau, which McGregor had known with Gordon. Above him came the sound of the whistling wind through the treetops. Beyond, and ever upward, was the high country with its majestic peaks.

“Go only to the top of the timberline,” Allen had instructed him, “and in the direction you think the scream came from. If you see his tracks or any indication at all that he’s been there, come back and tell us. Tomorrow we’ll make up a party and go after him, providing you find anything. You’ll be able to sight everything from up there. He’ll have mares with him, so if he’s around you ought to find some indication of their movements. If not, just come back. Maybe Joe was right after all. Maybe what you heard was an eagle.”

No, it was a stallion he’d heard. He was certain of that. He’d swear to it. But why was he so sure?

For many long hours he climbed, and only the horse’s body working between his legs was familiar to him. He had a gun in his holster, and he supposed he’d be able to use it if he had to. But it was a strange, hanging weight at his side. On the saddle’s pommel was his lariat, and he thought he would be even more awkward using that if he needed it. His sole confidence rested in the intelligence of the horse carrying him and in his own riding ability.

The trees thinned as he neared the top of the ridge, and soon he was in high, open country. The stallion could have been somewhere up here last night. He looked down, his eyes roving over the pine trees below and over the grazing range still farther below. He saw the far-off figures of the mares and cattle. His gaze turned to the land about him, land stripped bare of everything but dry brush and rock. It was going to be hard to find any tracks here, but he needed to see only a scratch on the weathered stone, the merest indication that a horse’s hoofs had trod here. That was all Allen wanted to know.

Even at this high altitude the air was warmed by the late afternoon sun. It was still, very still, and the great stone ramparts above him, reflecting all the gold of the sun’s rays, were blazing and glorious. He suddenly forgot to look for the tracks of a stallion. He welcomed this silent loneliness. There was no sound, only the great solitude of the upper air. He forgot Gordon and Allen, Joe and Mike. He forgot completely his recent life, the only life he remembered. For the time being he felt absolutely free and alone and secure. Nothing could be so wonderful as this, nothing so thrilling as that world which lay above him. He turned his horse away from the world below.

He climbed toward the great, glowing pinnacles without knowing why he went. His horse moved very carefully over the rugged ground, making no attempt to move faster than a slow walk. McGregor let him pick his way. He knew he must be over ten thousand feet high. He felt he could almost touch the floating cakes of snowy clouds. And above the clouds rose the highest of the peaks. Finally he entered a narrow stone aisle palisaded by tremendous cliffs of granite.

It was there he brought his horse to a stop. It was there he came to his senses, and asked himself why had he come? To sit his horse on top of the world? Was this his only answer?

He remembered the tracks he had been sent to look for. He remembered Allen’s orders not to go any higher than the timberline already two thousand feet below him. He had been told that beyond the crest of this range was the land of the great canyons, seldom touched and unknown. Perhaps that’s why he had come to look upon these lands, for he, too, was unknown.

Since he had come this far, he decided to go to the crest. He urged his horse on again, continuing to climb, and the cliffs closed in upon him. Finally he came to the end of the ascent, and the canyon country was there for him to see.

For a long while he gazed upon its awesome desolateness. He made out the thin ribbon of a river meandering through the deepest of all the canyons. It turned and twisted but had no movement from this height. And then his eyes, becoming more accustomed to the fading light and shadows, saw more than desolateness, and he became conscious of more than the great void and depth and space. He saw beauty in the bold domes and the gouged, gutted, uplifted rock of varied, startling colors … all reds and yellows and blues. He wiped his blurred eyes to see better and looked upon it all for a long, long time.

Finally he turned away. He had seen these lands, and now he would go back to look for hoofprints. But his gaze returned to the trail that led down the other side of the precipice. For a thousand feet it dropped sharply before becoming lost in the highest of the canyons. It was wide enough and safe. It had been used by animals and Indians long before the white man came to this country.

He was turning his horse away from it when in the loose shale, weathered to a fine sand, he saw the tracks! He left his saddle quickly and knelt on the ground. The hoofprints were large and oval-shaped. Moreover, they were clean-cut, and had been made recently. There were two sets but each was made by the same hoofs. A horse had come up this trail, and then gone back to the canyons below. He had traveled alone. If he was the stallion Allen feared, where was his band?

McGregor got to his feet, and looked down the trail. If it was the same stallion, he wouldn’t have left his mares very far away … and never for very long. Had they moved on again, or were they in the first canyon just a thousand feet below from where he stood?

His job was to go back, and tell Allen what he had learned. He looked again at the hoofprints. So large, so perfect. He stared at them for a long while. He was drawn to them as he had been to the nocturnal scream that had brought him here. They beckoned him from dark, lost time. He had no choice but to follow them. Leading his horse, he started down the trail toward that first canyon.

If the steepness of the descent frightened his horse, the animal gave no indication of it. He followed him with no hesitation, balancing and placing his feet with great care on the loose shale. Only once did he slip, and he drew himself quickly back on his haunches, his feet bunched together, sliding until there was a leveling off of the trail.

The worst part of the descent was behind them. The boy looked back, knowing that in a little while he’d have to retrace his steps. They’d made short work of the first five hundred feet. Going back would take longer, but would not be so difficult. The yellow walls of the first canyon were no more than another five hundred feet away.

Why had he come this far? What did he expect to find? A stallion and his band of mares. He had decided that while above. He felt certain they’d be in the canyon ahead. Then what more did he need to know? Why hadn’t he returned to the ranch? Just to look upon them and go back? He knew this wasn’t the answer. There was something else … something he did not understand or even try to understand … something that was making him go on, just as it had done all day. He knew only that he didn’t want to fight this impulse, and that he couldn’t turn back.

He kept going until the canyon walls hung over him. There were no hoofprints on the bare, worn rock. But ahead, about one hundred yards or so, brush-grass and sage grew. When he arrived there, he found the hoofprints again in the dry, red earth. There were many other prints beside those great perfect hoofs of the stallion. He needed no more proof than this that the stallion and his band were here.

He mounted and rode on, stopping only at a bubbling spring that gushed from beneath the walls. In the soft earth around the pool, the hoofprints were deep. There were also the tracks of mountain lions. A strange place. He felt for his gun to make sure he still had it, and then mounted and rode into the darkening canyon. If he had looked up at the golden spires of the top walls, he would have known it was almost sunset. But his eyes were on the ground, following the hoofprints.

He first became aware that he was nearing the band by the restlessness of his mount. The horse trembled and his head came up high with dilating nostrils. The breeze in the canyon was coming toward them, bringing scents with it. McGregor raised the hand holding the reins, and his horse came to a stop.

Not far ahead there was a twist in the canyon. He could not see what lay beyond. But he knew the stallion and his mares were there, and that they could not yet be aware of his presence. He looked around, then turned his horse back, riding to a scrub cedar growing out of the rocks. He dismounted and tied his horse securely. He didn’t want him to get away.

Now he proceeded up the canyon on foot, careful to make no noise. He kept close to the high wall on his right, and finally came to the twist in the canyon. He inched forward, staying in the shadows. Just a few feet beyond was a high cleft in the wall. The trail led through this deep pass, and the ground carried the tracks of many mountain animals as well as those of horses. Through the pass he saw distant mesas and cliffs, and the endless canyons he had looked upon from above. This pass led to the far country. But the stallion and his band had not yet used it to leave the canyon.

He saw the mares at the far end of the canyon, grazing on the brown grass. All about the band hung the great cliffs which afforded no escape from this walled fortress. If Allen and his men had come along, the stallion and his band would no longer run free.

But the stallion. Where was he?

McGregor went forward, and beyond the pass, going slowly and staying in the deep shadows. The mares couldn’t hear him or smell him because of the downwind. Finally he was able to distinguish their colors … bays, browns, grays, buckskins and palominos. Fifty or more of them, all sizes and kinds. Short-coupled quarter mares, lean and wiry mustangs, cow horses carrying their ranch brands, and long-limbed horses which had been used only for pleasure riding. They were all there. Some were in better physical condition than others because they had taken more readily to the wild life they had chosen, a life that had held many days without good grass and water and always constant movement.

He wondered that they stayed in this canyon, foraging on the brush-grass when they could have gone on to better grazing lands. Then he remembered Allen’s quarter mares, and knew why their leader kept them here.

“But where is the stallion?” McGregor asked himself again.

He looked for him. His gaze turned to the pool, near the end of the canyon. Several mares were there, but not their leader. If the stallion was feared by so many because of his great intelligence, why was he not aware of an intruder in the canyon? Why was he not watchful? And why did he have his band grazing in a place from which they could so easily be prevented from escaping? The stallion’s natural instinct should have told him of the danger that threatened him and his band. Long ago his whistle of warning should have resounded through the canyon, starting his band on the move again.

A deep sense of disappointment came over McGregor. Why? Why had he expected so much more from this horse? And wasn’t what he found all to the good? Couldn’t he now return to the ranch and tell Allen of the simple job it would be to remove the marauding outlaw and his band from the range forever?

Yes, unless the stallion wasn’t in the canyon.

McGregor’s gaze left the band for the opposite wall. He looked into the deep shadows, and suddenly his body froze. He saw him! The stallion was only a short distance away, and he, too, stood as motionless as a statue. They looked at each other.

Coal black. A giant horse as they’d said. But not burly. Tall and long-limbed. His great body was scarred with long running wounds that had healed only to become reopened and closed again, crisscrossed and pitiful to see. His long tail trailed to the ground and, like his mane, was thickly matted with burrs. His mouth was red-raw from thistles. His head, very small, was held high, the great eyes alert and never shifting, never leaving him for a second!

How long had the stallion been there? And why? Why had he never uttered his shrill signal of warning to his band? Now, even now, the black horse didn’t move but stood still, without thinking of escape for himself and his band!

The boy’s hands clutched the flesh of his thighs. He found himself shaking, trembling. His eyes never left the stallion. Something stirred within him, and there came an inner voice from the deep, black recess of his mind. It commanded him over and over again, “Don’t move … wait … wait.” Even had he been able to move, he could not have denied this command.

Suddenly the black stallion stepped from the shadows into the last bit of light in the canyon. He came quickly to the boy, and stopped before him.

McGregor reached out to the stallion, and touched the raw mouth. As he did, words came to his lips that he did not understand, soft utterances that were meaningless to him. But the great stallion seemed to understand them, for he lowered his head still more.

McGregor sought release from the black barrier that kept him from knowing what had happened. His body trembled again. What were these utterances that came from the turmoil erupting within him? He had no control over what he said or did. Yet he knew he was talking to this stallion, and was being understood! He knew his hand was removing burrs from the long forelock, and that he had done all this before! He heard that inner voice again, that never-ending command, “Wait … wait … wait.”

For how long? How long must he wait? How long before he would know himself?
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Once this horse had been his. That much he knew. No wild outlaw would have come and stood before him, nuzzling his hand, nickering, listening. The boy accepted this without question, and asked himself only, “When was he mine? Where? How long ago?”

The great stallion was familiar to him. His eyes had looked upon the wedge-shaped head with the small ears before. They knew the long, thin nostrils and the wondrous gaze that was fixed on him. They knew the slender neck with its high, mounting crest … the muscled withers, the great strength of back, the chest and shoulders and legs. All these his eyes had looked upon before. Just as his hands had known such touches, soft and gentle. Only his brain was the stranger.

The shadows from the lofty walls had met an hour before, and night had come to the canyon. Yet McGregor continued standing beside the stallion, his hands on the shaggy unkempt coat as if afraid to let go lest he lose him again. He thought how much he would like to brush him and make his coat glisten. Once before it had shone beneath his hands. He knew this, too.

The air became cold. A wind stirred, and then mounted in intensity until it was whipping the stallion’s heavy mane and forelock. Short neighs came from the far end of the canyon, and the stallion turned to look at the mares. But he did not leave the boy.

A low whistle and stomping of hoofs broke the stillness of the upper canyons, and McGregor remembered the horse he had tied to the scrub tree.

The black stallion turned, too, his head held high, his eyes afire. Every line of his gigantic body trembled. He was ready to go up the canyon, when the boy spoke to him in the language they alone understood. Sounds and words flowed effortlessly and without question from McGregor’s lips.

The stallion screamed his shrill clarion call of challenge but did not move. He stood still for several minutes, his body trembling in his eagerness to fight. As the boy continued to talk to him, and no answering challenge came from beyond, the stallion quieted. Finally he turned again to the mares, and a few moments later he left to join them.

McGregor stood alone in the darkness, pondering the things he had to do. There was feed in the saddlebags for his horse, and biscuits left over from noontime for himself. It would do him until tomorrow.

Tomorrow? What about tomorrow? He must return to the ranch. He must tell Allen that he had found no sign of the stallion and his band. Somehow he would return to the canyon, for here was his past. From the black stallion he would learn all he wanted to know. But he needed time.

He went up the canyon to unsaddle his horse and to feed and water him. Later he returned to where he had left the stallion and started a fire. Sitting beside it, he ate the hard biscuits and waited impatiently for the hours to pass. Perhaps as early as tomorrow the door to his memory would begin to swing open for him, allowing light to penetrate the mystery of his past.

During the night he slept only for minutes and at long intervals. The stallion visited him often, his gigantic form silhouetted against the walls by the light of the small campfire. The boy never tired of feasting his eyes upon him. And when he could not see him, he heard the soft rhythmical beat of his hoofs. Through it all, he felt the great love he had for this horse. He could not sleep, knowing that the very nearness of the stallion stimulated an emotion that was strongly linked to his past. Soon, he thought, it’ll bring back everything I want to know.

Dawn came to the canyon with a wan grayness, and the movements of the band were vague and shadowy. McGregor waited for the black stallion to come. When he saw him, he felt uplifted with sheer joy and love. Through the pale path of light the stallion loped so beautifully that he seemed almost unreal.

McGregor had intended to look upon him just once more, and then leave the canyon. But he found he could not go. This feeling he had for the stallion was too stimulating. Would it not soon stimulate his very brain? And would he not, because of it, know everything about himself, his whole past, within minutes?

Sobs came from his lips when the stallion stopped before him. He threw his arms about the horse’s neck and waited for the elusive mental awakening to come. But nothing came. Screams suddenly took the place of his sobs. He was desperate. He refused to listen, even to hear the inner voice that kept repeating, “Wait … wait.” He knew no patience, only terrible frustration and fury at being repelled again.

He never could have told how he got on the stallion’s back. He knew only that he was riding as he had ridden this great horse so often before. He burrowed into the heavy mane as if to hide from a world that would not accept him. He lay low on the stallion’s back, urging him to run even faster. Here he belonged, this much no one could take from him! He let the stallion split the band of mares in two frightened groups, let him scream and whirl, bending with him while he turned and leveled out again. His own shouts echoed the stallion’s whistle. The band dropped behind them.

He rode lower and faster, up and down the canyon. The stallion kept running because he loved to run, scattering and chasing the mares in his great excitement. Finally, McGregor took him through the pass that led to the distant mesas and endless canyons.

He rode for hours, and the sun was high when he brought the stallion back through the pass and into the canyon. He was tense, glowing and excited. His blood was as heated as the stallion’s. He knew so much and so little. This horse was a part of him, and he a part of this horse. They were one, yet he did not know why this was so. He did not know the stallion’s name or his own. Where had they come from? Where had he ridden him as he had today … so many times, so long ago? Who was he? Who was the stallion?

His head was splitting. All the excitement, the hard riding had brought back the pain again. He slipped off the stallion, and put his hands to his head.

A deep depression swept over him. He knew he was not yet well, that all he could do was to wait and wait. In time the headaches would cease. In time he would remember everything.

He rubbed the stallion’s nose and told him to go back to his mares, that he would return soon, and that the horse should wait for him. He stayed there, watching the stallion, until the gigantic horse had reached the mares. Then he turned and walked up the canyon. He knew it would be late in the day before he reached the ranch, and already he was a night overdue. His steps came faster and with them a growing, gnawing fear that his long hours of riding might have put the stallion and himself in danger of being found in the canyon. What if Allen and his men had set out early this morning or even last night to look for him? Might they not find his tracks and those of the stallion on the crest of the upper range?

He burst into a run when he neared his saddled horse. They must not find him or his stallion! They must leave them alone. He needed time, more time!

With frantic fingers he untied the horse. He had his foot lifted to the stirrup when he saw the riders coming down the canyon. A long line of men, they were led by Allen astride his dark bay, Hot Feet.
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He mounted and rode toward them, his jaw working. He told himself that he could stop them. They were looking only for him, and now that they had found him they would return to the ranch. But as he neared the line of men he realized how wrong he was.

He saw more than Allen’s grim face, concerned as it had been the day before for the safety of his mares. He saw more than the puzzled and trail-wearied eyes of Mike and Joe. For with them rode the hunters, men hardened by long years spent in the saddle, and their sun-blackened faces were still, disclosing nothing. But their eyes gave them away. To a man their eyes blazed with the excitement of the chase. He knew these men had found the stallion’s hoofprints.

McGregor’s gaze remained on Hank Larom, the ranch foreman. Here was a man, a good man, whose deep-set eyes shone blacker and brighter than any of the others. Looking into their great depths, McGregor believed everything he’d been told about him. It was said he had run so many wild mustangs through the uplands that he thought like one. Larom, more than any of the others, was a man to be feared. Larom knew the horse trails, the water holes, the gaps and canyons. He knew how to drive a band of wild horses, and to turn them into any one of a number of traps he had set. He had been a wild-horse hunter not for profit and sale, but for the thrill of the chase.

Allen said, “Where is he, McGregor?”

The boy tore his eyes from Hank Larom. He looked at Allen, and answered, “He’s gone. He and the mares have left the country.”

Perhaps, if only Mike and Joe had been with Allen, McGregor would have been believed. But Hank Larom was there.

“We started out last night, when you didn’t get back,” Allen said. “We knew you’d found something.”

Larom’s eyes had left McGregor. He was looking down the canyon. He knew. The horse he rode was one the boy had never seen before. A buckskin, tough, lean and wiry. This was no quarter horse bred by man, handled by man since the day he’d been foaled. No, this horse had been a wild mustang.

Larom’s gaze swept back, found McGregor looking at his horse, and said, “Spooky is a broke wild horse, Mac. He ain’t agreein’ with you at all that the stud’s gone. Nope, it ain’t so, he’s tellin’ me.”

The buckskin was snorting. He had his ears far forward and his eyes were turned down the canyon.

Larom’s long jaw swung out as he added, “No better way of knowin’ what’s around you than by ridin a broke wild horse. Somehow they know plenty without seein’ anything or catchin’ a scent. It ain’t natural, but that’s the way it is. Ain’t it so, Spooky?” He patted the neck of his bucksin. “Now let’s see what’s up ahead.”

The men pulled quickly out of line. The boy tried to stop them, but Allen had hold of his horse. “Why’d you do it, Mac? What reason did you have for lying to me?” Allen kept him with Mike and Joe while the hunters moved away.

McGregor said nothing. He could do nothing except follow them with his eyes. He had told his stallion to wait for him in the canyon, and had made it easy for them. Never had a better horse-trap been prepared by Larom than the one he, McGregor, had set unwittingly for his stallion.

He slid down from the saddle, and began walking after them. A minute later Allen rode beside him. “Kid, what’s come over you?” he asked. But the boy kept quiet, his eyes never leaving the mounted riders beyond. He saw them stop a short distance from the twist in the canyon, draw together and listen to Larom’s orders. Soon they were moving again. He saw the last man in line disappear around the bend. Suddenly the canyon walls vibrated with the stallion’s whistle!

He ran, Allen’s horse moving beside him, and then he stopped. Just ahead the hunters sat their horses across the canyon floor, closing this path of escape to the stallion. Far on the right were Hank Larom and two more men, sitting astride their mounts before the entrance to the pass, closing that means of escape, too.

It was easy, so easy. The trap had been sprung. The stallion and his band were only a short distance down the canyon. The mares were bunched, their heads together. The black stallion stood alone, just in front of his band. His head was held high, and turning constantly; he nickered to his mares. He must have realized they had no chance to scatter and break through the line of men.

The boy went to Larom. He heard the ranch foreman call to the man next to him, “Russ, look’ut that stud horse. You never before seen anything like him!” Larom’s face was intensely eager. “He’s somethin’ I’ve seen in dreams, but never real, not in the forty years I’ve been huntin’. He’s a perfect horse, a great horse … an’ he’s smart, Russ. He knows we got him trapped, but he’s smart and waitin’ to break through. He’s waitin’ there for us to come and get him.”

Russ didn’t say anything for a minute, and then, “We won’t be able to get near him, Hank, not on what we’re ridin’. Even your buckskin is scared to death of him. He’ll never go near that hoss. He’s too smart for that!”

What he said was true of all the horses in the barrier line. They were squealing in their terror of the black stallion.

Russ went on, “We got to cut him off from his band, Hank. The mares will be easy for us to handle, if we kin separate ’em.”

“It’s not the mares we want,” Larom said. “It’s him. An’ I ain’t never goin’ to quit until I git him. After him there ain’t no other horse for me in the world.”

“It’s goin’ to be like fightin’ a cougar with bare hands,” Russ said. “Like I said before, we ain’t gettin’ our horses up to him. He’d kill ’em sure, an’ they know it.”

“I’ll go up walkin’,” Larom said.

The other rider didn’t take his eyes off the stallion. “Then he’ll kill you, too, Hank. You know that as well as I do. I know he’s got a killer look in his eyes without even bein’ able to see it from here. I know it jus’ by the way he’s standin’ up there, an’ waitin’.”

“I ain’t goin’ to let him get away,” Larom said. “I ain’t, an’ that’s for sure.” For the first time he moved the rifle he carried.

The boy saw this movement and so did Allen, who said, “Hank, we take this stallion alive or not at all. I couldn’t get rid of him that way.”

Larom’s eyes didn’t leave the stallion. “Boss, I wasn’t goin’ to kill that stud. I guess I’d shoot myself before I done anything like that. I was jus’ thinkin’ I’d crease him, if I couldn’t git him any other way.”

The other rider turned to Allen. “By creasin’ Hank means grazin’ a bullet along his neck. It would cut him down without hurtin’ him much. Hank’s one of the few men who can do it, boss. I’ve seen him.”

McGregor’s face twitched convulsively. He inched toward Larom’s rifle. No one was going to graze his horse with a bullet. How long ago had it been since Larom had hunted horses? Years! And his aim needed to be off only a fraction of an inch to kill.

Suddenly Larom said, “The stud’s comin’ down!”

Every man in the line was set, with one hand controlling his frightened mount and the other on his rifle, ready to fire into the air to terrorize the stallion into going back if he sought to break out of the canyon.

The stallion came closer, the beat of his hoofs swifter and louder. The men looked and looked, following his every movement, each man longing to have him for his own. Yet in these brief moments all the hardened hunters except one gave him up as unattainable. Only Larom cherished this stallion so much that he would risk his life to capture him.

The horse came to a plunging stop a short distance away from them. He stood there watching them, his large eyes moving up and down the line of men until they found the boy. He nickered and pounded his hoofs into the earth. Every muscle of his body was clearly defined in the bright sun. His small head rocked and he tossed his mane and forelock vigorously. He nickered again, his eyes never leaving the boy.

Russ said, “He’s got the killer look. I told you he’d have it, Hank. Even the hair on his neck gives him away for what he is. He’ll kill you if you go after him alone, an’ if we go as a group he’ll break the line and scatter with his mares. We ain’t seein’ him again once he does that. He’s too fast for our hosses. I knew that jus’ seein’ him come down.”

“I know,” Larom said, and all his great longing was in his voice. “We’ll never git near him … not unless I kin crease him. But God, Russ, if I kill him, I won’t be able to live with myself.”

“Get him now, Hank. You couldn’t miss at fifty yards.”

“No, I couldn’t miss at this distance.” Larom slid down from his restless buckskin, and handed the reins to Russ. But he never raised his rifle, for McGregor’s hands were on it, holding it down. Then he heard McGregor’s words:

“I’ll get him. I’ll get him for you.”

Then McGregor left, before Larom had a chance to understand what the boy meant to do. The foreman watched with the others, staring and unbelieving, while McGregor walked toward the stallion. He realized immediately that the kid wasn’t going to his death, for the savageness had left the stallion’s eyes. McGregor pulled the Black’s head down to him and stayed with the stallion, stroking him, while the men stared, still not believing what they had witnessed. Finally McGregor turned away from the stallion, and came back to them.

“Give me a halter, and we’ll go with you,” he said.

Larom tore his incredulous gaze away from McGregor to get the halter out of his saddlebag. He gave it to the boy without saying a word.

Far down the canyon, the mares raised their heads to nicker to their leader. The stallion turned toward them but didn’t move. Without him they would be free no longer, returning quickly and easily to the domestic life most of them had left at his bidding. They would follow the mounted ponies back to the ranch, eager once more for good feed and shelter and care.

The stallion turned to the boy approaching him. He, too, was ready to go home.

The men watched McGregor slip on the halter. They broke their line across the canyon when the stallion was led toward them, Allen going on ahead. Hank Larom nodded to several men, and they left to get the mares.

Russ, riding beside Larom, said quietly, “We ain’t never seen anything like that before, Hank.”

“No. We saw a lot of things today we ain’t ever seen before.”

“But that’s a wild stallion. How’s the kid gittin’ away with it?”

Larom shrugged his thin shoulders. “I ain’t knowin’ how, but he gentled him some way before we got here.”

“All in one night?”

“Has to be. He couldn’t have come across him before late yesterday afternoon.”

“It ain’t right,” Russ said. “It’s spooky, that’s what it is. Spooky.”

“I know, but sometimes it happens. Sometimes it does.” Larom paused. “I’d give ten years of my life if it’d happened to me, Russ … ten years.”

“You better wait ’til you see how the kid makes out with him before sayin’ that, Hank. I still wouldn’t want to be in his shoes. Nope, not me.”
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It was a little over a week since they had brought the black outlaw to the ranch and had given him the largest of the corrals. As long as McGregor tended him he gave no trouble, but none of the other men dared go near him. To them he remained “a wild stallion never clear broke.” They knew the boy could handle him, but with the exception of Hank Larom none of them understood why this was so. They listened to Larom explain that “sometimes it happens. Sometimes it ain’t necessary to break a wild horse by ridin’ him until he finds out you’re the boss.” They shook their heads, not believing this any more than everything else they had witnessed. They decided that sooner or later a reckoning must come. To their minds, gentle hands, and a soft voice—instead of ropes and a bronc saddle—had no place in the mastery of a mature, unbroken stallion.

Although Allen hadn’t forgiven McGregor for telling him that the stallion and his band had left these parts when they hadn’t, he had no alternative but to put the boy in complete charge of the black horse. No one else would touch the stallion without his being fully broken. Only Larom could have broken him the way they understood, and he wouldn’t do it because he was convinced it wasn’t necessary. He believed that the boy and the stallion should be left alone for the time being to see how things worked out.

This arrangement suited McGregor perfectly. He had not lost his horse. He still had time to learn all he wanted to know. Early one morning when he had finished brushing the stallion, he looked around to find Allen standing outside the corral fence. Allen called to him. As he walked toward the fence he was filled with uneasiness, for he knew his employer would have fired him days ago if it had not been for Hank Larom. Was his dimissal coming now?

At the fence he said, “Yes, boss?”

Allen removed his hat with thin, nervous hands. He said nothing; his eyes were on the stallion who stood in the center of the corral, watching them.

The boy, too, turned to his horse and then back to Allen again.

Finally the man said, “You got him pretty well cleaned up in the short time he’s been here.”

“I can change his coat, but not the scars.”

“No, they’re there to stay, all right.”

In the adjacent corral was the stallion’s band. The mares began moving about. Their hot smell was heavy in the still air. Just beyond in another corral ran Hot Feet with tossing head. Allen’s eyes turned to his prized quarter stallion, and he looked upon him as he would no other horse in the world. “The outlaw’s a fine horse, but Hot Feet’s a better one,” he said.

“Better for you,” McGregor replied quietly. “It all depends who’s looking at them, and what he wants in a horse.”

Allen was silent for a few moments, and then he said, “Yes, I guess that’s true.” He turned to raise a long, bony finger in the boy’s face. “But the real men in this horse game are the breeders, the men who take the time to figure out bloodlines and crosses, who mate their mares intelligently, trying to improve their breed or type of horse.”

The boy couldn’t help smiling in spite of the finger wagging in his face. “Sometimes you don’t get exactly what you want. Sometimes you’re disappointed.”

“I know that,” Allen returned brusquely. “But at least we try, and that’s what is important in this game. We spend time and thought trying to improve our stock.” His eyes found the black stallion again. “I don’t want him,” he said. “I had nothing to do with his being here. Neither did any other person. He’s a product of the wild, just an accident of birth, like any one of the thousands of mustangs who’ve roamed this country for centuries.”

“I’ll take him, if you don’t want him,” the boy said quickly. His chest was so tight that his words came only in a whisper. Allen turned to him, and McGregor repeated what he’d said, louder this time.

The keen eyes behind the rimless glasses saw everything. Finally Allen said, “No, I’m holding on to him, Mac. For the time being, anyway.”

“But you’ll keep me in mind in case …”

“Yes, of course. You’re the only one who can handle him … except, perhaps, for Hank.” Allen took his foot off the fence rail and replaced his hat. “What I wanted to talk to you about was this: I guess you know we’ve got some races over in Preston next week. They’re pretty big, and we get horses from California, Texas, Nevada, Utah, New Mexico and Colorado. That’s where Hot Feet won his championship last year.” Allen paused. “I was thinking that I might send Hot Feet over to Preston again. And, to make a long story short, I’d like you to ride him.”

Allen’s last words came forth with a ring. He turned to the boy, smiling, as if to say that all was forgiven, and here was the opportunity to ride a champion in the Southwest’s greatest race meeting. His mouth dropped when he saw no elation on the boy’s face, only a stiffness that was cold and unchanging.

“It’s the chance of a lifetime,” Allen added awkwardly. “Last year we had over ten thousand people watching the races. You ride Hot Feet well and you can name your own price in the future … not only from me but from other owners who are always looking for good jockeys. Riding racehorses is big business, Mac. You can …” Allen stopped abruptly. Then he went on. “But maybe you’re like me and not interested in the money end of it, Mac. I should have known better than to put it the way I did. Here’s what we’ll do. I like the way you ride a horse, and the way you handle them. I’ll make you my stable partner if you do well with Hot Feet next week. After that, we’ll breed our mares to him, and raise our own. You’ll own them with me, and do the race riding. How’s that for a deal, kid?”

There was still no change in the boy’s face.

Allen said, “Hank has been working Hot Feet, so my little champ is just about ready to go. All you’ll have to do is ride him around here a few days to get used to his ways. You’ll like him, Mac!”

The boy’s lips barely moved. “I like him now, but I can’t ride him, boss. I can’t.” He saw a sudden change sweep over the man’s face. All of Allen’s eagerness and enthusiasm were gone. In their place were disappointment and bewilderment. The boy knew he couldn’t ride Hot Feet with ten thousand people watching him. He was deathly afraid that just one person among all those thousands would identify him for what he was, a thief, and he would have to run again. He knew, too, that Allen wouldn’t force him to ride. It wasn’t in this man to think of his riding Hot Feet as anything but a great privilege.

“Have it your own way,” Allen said, turning away. The matter was closed. He would never reopen the subject. “If anyone’s looking for me, I’ll be in town. Back this afternoon,” he added brusquely.

The boy crossed the corral to his stallion. The horse put out his tongue for him to pull. This trick had been going on all week long. But it was nothing new to him or the stallion. When had it first begun? Where?

In Leesburg, the burro Goldie was tied to the rail outside the general store and post office. His eyes were closed and his long ears drooped. He paid no attention to the scrubby Indian ponies hitched to small buckboards and wagons, even when their owners came out of the store and, after loading flour, cloth, potatoes and tin dishes, rattled away. Nor did he hear the loud blare of the jukebox coming from the restaurant a few doors down the dirt street.

Finally Gordon emerged from the store, carrying a heavily wrapped package whose weight bent his long, lean body in his effort to hold it. He put it down before Goldie and said, “I’ll get a cup of coffee, and then we’ll start back. I’m not packing this on you yet, but keep your eyes on it.”

Goldie never opened his eyes.

Gordon walked down the street to the restaurant, and went inside. He hoped he could have his coffee in peace, that whoever was putting coins in the jukebox would leave. There were several men sitting at the counter. He nodded to them, and was making his way to one of the booths when he saw Cruikshank sitting on the stool at the end of the counter. He nodded to him, and Cruikshank nodded back.

Reaching the booth, he sat down. A newspaper had been left on the seat. He picked it up, noting that it was a Phoenix paper and over a week old. He wasn’t interested in the news but turned to the back section, hoping to find a crossword puzzle. His eyes lighted when he saw one.

“What’ll you have, Slim?” It was the man from behind the counter.

“Coffee. Maybe a couple of fried eggs, too.” Gordon looked up. “Got a pencil on you, Harry?”

“Yeah. Here.”

When the waiter had gone, Gordon turned again to the puzzle. While he worked on it he thought of Cruikshank. So Cruikshank was out of jail. Seemed only a few days ago that he’d brought the kid to town and it all had happened. Yet almost a month had passed. Well, he held no grudge against Cruikshank, and Cruikshank was letting him alone. Nothing wrong with that.

His pencil filled the empty squares of the puzzle. They made them too easy. A kid wouldn’t have had any trouble doing this one. He wondered how McGregor was making out at the ranch. It’d be nice to get out there, and see him again. He had the time to do it today, but Goldie wouldn’t like it. Goldie was used to going straight home from town. And there was the heavy package of magazines to consider. No sense in taking further advantage of Goldie’s good nature and willingness to carry his heavy burdens.

It was good of Lew Miller to send him the magazines. There’d be every weekly issue of the Thoroughbred Record since the beginning of the year. He’d go through every one of them. Maybe he’d find something that would remind him what it was that made him think he’d seen McGregor’s face before.

He finished the puzzle and began running the pencil around its borders. He remembered the bloodstained money in his dresser drawer back home, and his face sobered. He remembered all the kid had said in his delirum when he’d found him. McGregor was convinced he’d been mixed up in a Utah robbery, and that the police were after him. Maybe so. Maybe not. Until the kid got his memory back, he couldn’t be sure of anything.

Gordon pressed harder on his pencil, blackening the lines around the puzzle. Besides, what the kid had done or thought he’d done was none of his business. He was keeping out of it. All he wanted to do was to find out what made McGregor’s face seem so familiar to him. It was a game, more interesting to him than simple crossword puzzles.

He looked up to find Cruikshank still at the end of the counter, and half-turned in his direction. Everyone else had left the restaurant and the jukebox was quiet. The waiter came with his order, and Gordon put down his pencil to eat. But he picked it up again when he’d finished, once more tracing around the puzzle, and thinking of the boy.

He wondered if the kid had regained his memory. Was he still at the ranch or had he decided to move on again? The paper tore beneath his pencil and Gordon turned to the news item above it, tracing the lines around the story as he’d done with the puzzle. It was none of his business what the kid did. He was only interested. If he was going to become involved in other people’s affairs, he might as well go back to Hollywood.

Momentarily his pencil stopped on the paper. He found himself reading. His heavy brows lifted as his eyes widened in surprise. For a long while he stared at the story, reading and rereading it. His pencil began moving again, blackening the lines around the story once more.

“Howdy, Slim.”

He looked up quickly, pushing the paper to one side. “Hello, Allen,” he said.

Allen had a cup of coffee in his hand. He placed it on the table, and sat down beside Gordon. If he had seen Cruikshank, he gave no indication of it. He drank half his coffee, and then said, “That friend of yours, McGregor, puzzles me, Slim.” His narrow brow was furrowed, his eyes on Gordon. “And he gets more puzzling all the time,” he added.

Gordon picked up his own cup of coffee, and finished it. He was frightened. “The kid’s no friend of mine, Allen. Don’t know him at all or anything about him.” He didn’t want to get mixed up with McGregor. Not after having read the story in the paper at his side.

Allen said, “He was working out pretty well for us until a little over a week ago, when I sent him out to look for a wild stallion thought to be on the upper range. I was afraid for my mares and …”

“A wild stallion?” Gordon asked, interested now.

Allen nodded. “You’ll have to see him, Slim. He’s no mustang, but big … mighty big.”

“Then you got him?”

“We got him, all right, but the peculiar part of it is that the kid found him first and didn’t let on to us. In fact, we would have turned back and never got him if Hank hadn’t been along. Hank knew the kid was lying.”

“Strange that he should lie about something like that.”

“And peculiar,” Allen insisted. “Mighty peculiar. But there’s more to it. The kid had gentled this wild outlaw even before we got there. When he knew we had him, he walked right up to the stallion, put a halter on him with no trouble at all, and led him back to the ranch.”

“That’s hard to believe,” Gordon said quietly. “Now and then I’ve run across a small band of horses on the upper ranges. Nobody could gentle a wild stallion that easily.”

Allen put down his hand flat and hard against the table. “That’s what I think, too. But Hank says that sometimes it happens.”

Gordon shook his head. “I doubt it,” he said.

“Come and see for yourself,” Allen said. “And here’s something that puzzles me more than anything else. This morning I gave the kid the opportunity to ride Hot Feet in next week’s races at Preston, and he turned me down! Of course, I could have ordered him to ride, but that’s not for me. Here I thought I was giving him a big break and he kicks it aside!” Allen’s puzzlement showed in his face. “I’d sort of counted on him as my regular rider from the time I took him on. He’s a born race rider. Anyone can see that just by the way he sits a horse.”

Gordon’s bushy eyebrows were raised again. He glanced away from Allen to the door. He was thinking of the package of Thoroughbred Records beside Goldie. “How does he sit a horse, Allen?”

“With short stirrups, but not so short that he loses his balance or control. And forward, and low near the horse’s neck. You know how most jocks ride, don’t you, Slim? Haven’t you ever seen a race, maybe before you came out here?”

Gordon turned back to Allen. “Yes, I know,” he said. Then after a long pause he added softly, “I’d like to talk to the kid.”

“Come along, then. I’ve got the buckboard outside, and I’ll see that you get a ride back to town later.”

Together they left the restaurant.

When they had gone, Cruikshank twisted his gaunt body off the end stool. He walked across to the booth they had left, his large and gloomy eyes on the newspaper that was still there. His worn hands picked it up, and he read the story just above the crossword puzzle, the one marked so heavily in pencil, the story that had brought the startled, frightened look to Gordon’s face while he was watching him.


YOUTH WANTED IN UTAH
MURDER SOUGHT HERE

PHOENIX—The search for a boy involved in the robbery of a Salt Lake City diner last month has led to Arizona and is being intensified since the death last week of Henry Clay, the cashier, resulting from injuries suffered during the theft.

All state, county and city police have been alerted, for it is believed the youth will try to cross the border into Mexico. His description is: between sixteen and eighteen years of age, about five feet five inches tall, red hair and slight of build.

The three men for whom the boy acted as lookout were captured by police soon after the robbery, and are awaiting trial.



Cruikshank reread the description of the boy, and his eyes were no longer gloomy but shifty and bitter. He knew the reason for Gordon’s sudden alarm. He knew the boy. His long, bony hands were trembling as he carefully tore the story from the paper, taking part of the crossword puzzle with it. He put it in his pocket. He would have good use for it, but not right now. He was going to wait until he was sure of the best way to use it. He hated them all for what they’d done to him. He hated the sheriff. He hated Gordon. He hated the kid. But most of all he hated Allen, and maybe what he had on the kid would provide him with a way to get at Allen. Mumbling to himself, he left the restaurant.

The torn newspaper lay on the table. The hole left where the clipping had been removed showed part of the next page. Here, too, there was a story concerning a search for a boy. It was only a few lines in length. It was hardly news any longer.


SEARCH ENDS

JACKSON HOLE, WYO., July 25—The search for Alec Ramsay and his famed stallion, the Black, ended today after more than a month of constant but futile search through Wyoming’s most primitive and rugged regions. No hope is held for their ever being found alive.



The man from behind the counter went to the table and cleaned it. He took the newspaper, crumpled it, and threw it in with the other trash to be burned.
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Gordon spoke to Goldie again before climbing into Allen’s buckboard. The burro flicked his ears, but otherwise there was no indication that he’d heard. Until he felt the pack on his back his eyes would remain closed.

Taking up the lines of the two horses hitched to the buckboard, Allen said, “No one is going to bother your burro, Slim.” Then he laughed, adding, “And it doesn’t look like he’ll mind waiting a while longer before going home.”

Allen backed up the team, turned and went down the street. They were well outside the town before he spoke again. “I guess I was counting on the kid riding Hot Feet more than I realized. Can’t seem to get it off my mind now.” Allen paused. “Not that it’s terribly important,” he went on. “Last year I picked up a race rider over at Preston, and we won all right. It’s just that riding Hot Feet is a pretty personal thing with me. I’d been looking for someone who’d work on the ranch, and then ride for me in the races. Larom is too heavy for race riding. I thought the kid was perfect for the job. I guess I’d thought it all along, that’s why his turning me down is hard to take.”

Gordon’s eyes didn’t leave the team. He thought he knew very well why McGregor didn’t want to ride at Preston. McGregor was afraid someone would identify him as the boy wanted by the police. Gordon thought of the news story again. An accomplice in a robbery was one thing, murder another. The diner’s cashier had died of his injuries. While the kid had been only the lookout, he was still as responsible for the cashier’s death as the men who’d been caught.

Gordon shifted uneasily in the hard buckboard seat. He wished he hadn’t found that newspaper in the restaurant. Better still, he wished he’d never found McGregor. The last thing he wanted was to become involved in such a mess. But how could he stay out of it now, when he alone knew the whereabouts of someone who was wanted as an accomplice in a murder?

Why was he going to the ranch? Why did he want to talk to McGregor? He wondered what the kid’s real name was. Even the police didn’t seem to know. It didn’t matter, nothing mattered except that he, Gordon, get out of this in some way and still do what he thought was his duty to society. Maybe he expected to talk McGregor into giving himself up to the police. He must have had that in mind when he’d accepted Allen’s invitation. If he had intended to inform the authorities of what he knew, he would have gone directly to the sheriff.

“You’re pretty quiet, Slim.”

“Just thinking,” Gordon replied.

“You don’t think you could get the kid to ride for me, do you, Slim? After all, he’s a friend of yours. He might listen to you.”

“He’s no friend of mine,” Gordon insisted angrily. “I told you I don’t know anything about him.”

“You don’t have to get sore about it,” Allen said. “I just figured you might help him change his mind. After all, he was living with you when I hired him.”

Gordon didn’t look at Allen. “I found him in the desert. He’d been hitchhiking and got lost.”

“The desert’s a strange place to be hitchhiking,” Allen returned. “Lots of strange things about the kid, all right.” He clucked to the horses and their hoofs beat faster on the dirt road.

Allen said nothing more, and Gordon was glad of it. He wished someone else would identify the kid so he could stay out of the mess altogether. Not that he wanted to see McGregor go to jail. He liked the kid. If only it hadn’t been murder, he might have forgotten the whole thing. Now he had to do something about it. He had to see to it that McGregor was apprehended by the police, and yet stay out of it himself. He wanted none of the publicity he knew would result in the kid’s capture. For six years he had lived a peaceful, quiet life. He wanted to keep it that way.

If the kid did ride at Preston, he thought, someone most likely would identify him, just as McGregor feared. Especially if he won, and got his picture in the papers. Wasn’t that the answer? He turned to Allen. “Why don’t you change your mind and order McGregor to ride?”

Allen shook his head adamantly. “No, Slim,” he said. “He’s got to want to ride Hot Feet. That’s the only way he’ll get up on him now.”

A few moments later Allen changed the subject. “Ralph Herbert of the High Crest Ranch in Texas has been after me for months to have a match race at Preston. I bought Hot Feet from him as a weanling, and now that he’s a champion Herbert would like to get him back at any price I set. But I’m not selling Hot Feet, and he knows it.”

Gordon wasn’t listening to Allen. He was trying to figure out a way to get McGregor to ride in the Preston races.

Allen added, “Now Herbert wants a match race between Hot Feet and his horse, Night Wind.”

Gordon heard this, and turned quickly. “You don’t mean the High Crest Thoroughbred?”

“That’s him.”

Gordon couldn’t help smiling. “You’d be crazy to consent to such a race. Last year Night Wind was voted Thoroughbred Horse-of-the-Year. He’s a great champion, Allen.”

“So’s Hot Feet,” Allen retorted quickly, challengingly. “But how come you know so much about Night Wind?”

“I read about him in some magazines a friend sent me. I used to be quite interested in Thoroughbred racing. Night Wind pulled up lame in the Santa Anita Handicap last winter. They found he had torn a ligament so he was unwound and sent home to High Crest Ranch. They hoped to bring him back to racing.”

Allen said, “You sure know a lot more about him than I do. But maybe it isn’t the same horse. Herbert never mentioned anything like that.”

“It’s the same horse, if his name is Night Wind and he’s a Thoroughbred from High Crest Ranch,” Gordon said quietly.

Allen frowned. “I know that much is true,” he replied. Then his face lightened. “Anyway, Herbert made this proposed match race sound plenty inviting. He wrote that he was sending this Thoroughbred, Night Wind, to California, and could very easily ship him via Preston for the races.”

Gordon interrupted. “Then Night Wind has been put back in training, and is ready to go.”

“Herbert said that match races between Thoroughbreds and quarter running horses were rare,” Allen went on, “and the crowd at Preston might like to see one. He offered to put up five of his best quarter mares as his end of the purse, if I put up …” Allen stopped.

“If you’d put up what?” Gordon prompted.

“Hot Feet.”

“You’d lose him, if you did,” Gordon said. “Stick to your own kind of racing, and leave the Thoroughbreds alone. No quarter horse in the world could stay with Night Wind. Herbert would just like to get Hot Feet from you the easiest possible way … and such a match race would be it.”

“I’d like to get those mares,” Allen said thoughtfully. “I sure would. High Crest Ranch is such a big operation that Herbert’s cornered the finest quarter-horse stock in the country.”

“And some of the best Thoroughbred blood, too,” Gordon added. “That’s exactly why you should stick to quarter-horse racing, Allen.”

“Oh, I’m going to stick to it, all right. That’s why I’d like to get hold of those High Crest mares. But I’m not racing Hot Feet against Night Wind the way Herbert wants it. I’ve written him I’d race Hot Feet any day of the week against his Night Wind at three hundred yards but no farther. He wants the race over a quarter of a mile. I’m not that dumb. Hot Feet’s best distance is three hundred. I’d be taking too big a chance racing him at a quarter.”

“You’d be taking a big chance at any distance,” Gordon said.

“No,” Allen insisted. “Hot Feet could beat anything Herbert has at three hundred yards, and I’d take his mares.”

The ranch was less than a mile away. At the far-off sound of running hoofs they turned to look across the plateau. Allen’s face disclosed his alarm at sight of the running black horse. For a moment he thought the big stallion had broken from his corral and was free. Then he saw the slight figure on the horse’s back and, realizing it had to be McGregor, his fear left him. In its place came swift anger. McGregor had no right to take the black horse from the corral without his permission!

“Say, that horse out there is beginning to move!” Gordon exclaimed.

“That’s the outlaw I told you about,” Allen returned. “The one we caught.”

Gordon looked at Allen, but it was only a fleeting glance. He couldn’t keep his eyes off the fast approaching horse. “And that’s McGregor riding him?”

“No one else would be up on him,” Allen said brusquely. “He’s got no business being out there, running him like that.”

“Open your eyes, Allen. You’ve never seen such strides! And the kid’s making him go. Look at them come!”

But Allen’s gaze had left the black stallion. At the far side of a group of steers he saw Hank Larom riding Hot Feet. Larom turned Hot Feet around as he neared the path of the boy and horse. He was going to make a race of it! Hot Feet was given his head as the black stallion came rushing up from behind.

Allen took a quick breath at Hot Feet’s fast start. He knew no horse in the world could reach his top speed faster than Hot Feet. His champion was in full stride almost at once, and the distance between the two horses remained the same. Nothing could reach Hot Feet now … for three hundred yards no horse could beat him! After that distance, Allen decided, it didn’t matter if the black horse did overtake Hot Feet.

For almost the full three hundred yards there was no change in the position of the racing horses. Allen’s eyes blazed more brightly than ever in his love for his horse. He told himself that the black stallion could run, there was no doubt of it. But Hot Feet was running under saddle and carrying Larom’s heavy weight. The black horse was being ridden bareback by a lightly built kid. Allen banged his fist against the buckboard. “Come on, you little horse! Move away from him! Move!”

They heard a short blast from the black stallion, echoed by the boy’s shrill call. They saw McGregor bend closer to the stallion’s neck, and then with startling suddenness the horse came on with terrifying speed. The blazing light in Allen’s eyes flickered and died.

If the black stallion had been running before, he was flying now! It was as though in one mighty leap he had overtaken Hot Feet. He became nothing but a black, whirling blur in the watchers’ eyes. They couldn’t make out the boy on his back, for the was one with the horse. Faster and faster he came toward them, his strides lengthening more and more. They knew they had never seen a horse run like this. He was like nothing real. This was no horse, there was no rider … nothing but a blackness moving across the plateau with electrifying speed. It whipped past them, low and long, and the air twisted about them. The team screamed and rose in their harness. The swirling dust moved away, going faster and faster, and only the beat of magnificent strides betrayed it for what it was. Gordon and Allen watched and watched until the black stallion disappeared behind the distant barns.

Their gazes were still turned in his direction when Larom rode Hot Feet up beside the buckboard. His face was stiff and pale. “Boss, did you see him! I ain’t never seen a horse run like that. Boss, he was flyin’!”

Allen turned to Larom, and then to the sweated, snorting Hot Feet. He felt his anger quickly return. His mouth twitched as to himself he cursed the black stallion. Aloud he said, “Take Hot Feet back to the corral, Hank.”

Allen picked up the long lines to the team. Before the buckboard moved Gordon said, “That black stallion only started to run when he passed Hot Feet.”

Allen clucked to the horses. “Nothing can beat Hot Feet at three hundred yards … nothing. I’ll bet he had the black stallion beaten at that distance, close to three hundred yards, anyway, and he was carrying a lot more weight. It would be a different story if he’d been going light.”

“Have it your way,” Gordon said agreeably. “But I was thinking of something else. Do you still want those High Crest mares?”

“You trying to be funny, Slim?”

“No. Herbert wants the match race at more than three hundred yards, doesn’t he?”

“I told you all that. That’s why there’s not going to be any match race.” He turned to Gordon. “What the devil are you driving at, Slim?”

“The kid could really set things afire riding that black stallion in a distance race … the longer the better, I think.”

Allen said nothing. His eyes lost some of their anger, and became more thoughtful. “You mean …”

“I mean here’s your chance to pick up the mares you want. Let Herbert select any distance he likes for the race.”

“Race the black stallion, instead of Hot Feet, against Night Wind?” Allen knew Gordon meant exactly that. He wanted only to hear himself say it, to see how it sounded, to see if it made any sense to him.

“Herbert would think you were crazy for suggesting such a race, and that would give you a chance to set up ’most anything you want in the way of an additional purse.” Gordon paused. “Maybe a few more mares,” he suggested cagily.

“He’d think I was crazy, all right,” Allen said slowly. “And I sure would be.” He added quickly, “No, Slim. Racing a wild horse isn’t in my line.”

In the distance they saw the black stallion again. McGregor had taken him from behind the barns, and was moving him back down the plain. Allen’s gaze never left the horse and rider. He watched the easy, unhurried movements of the stallion. McGregor wasn’t pushing the horse now. Allen thought again of Gordon’s suggestion, and his face became dark and troubled by the conflicting emotions that surged within him. He wanted those High Crest quarter mares. He’d like to beat Herbert at his own game. But to race a wild range horse at Preston was unthinkable! He was as silly as Slim even to be considering it.

Gordon was saying something, but Allen didn’t listen to him. Instead he watched the stallion’s strides lengthen. McGregor was sitting almost upright, trying to hold down the horse’s speed. But suddenly the kid gave in to the stallion’s demand to run again. He had moved forward, and was almost lost from sight by the horse’s whipping mane. Allen saw them pass the chuck wagon he kept on the range, and his eyes left the horse for a fleeting second to glance at his wrist watch. If McGregor took the stallion straight down the plain they would pass an empty corral which, Allen knew, was a little over a quarter of a mile from the chuck wagon. It would give him a better idea of how fast this horse was running.

When Gordon saw Allen glance at his wrist watch, he knew the rancher was clocking the stallion, so he said nothing more. His arguments in favor of racing the black horse at Preston were no longer needed. Allen’s watch, during the next few seconds, was all that was necessary. Gordon’s gaze remained on Allen until the rancher turned to look at his watch again. Gordon saw the incredulous look that came quickly to Allen’s face when he noted the time made by the running horse.

They had reached the ranch before Allen spoke again. “I’ve been sort of mulling over what you suggested back there,” he said slowly.

“Yes?” Gordon waited, but he knew what was coming.

“Do you honestly think that black horse could beat a Thoroughbred, one as good as you said Night Wind is?” Allen asked. His watch had told him no quarter horse in the world could have run faster over a quarter-mile than had the stallion. But he knew nothing about Thoroughbred records.

“The way he ran today he cold beat anything,” Gordon said. “I’d stake all I have on it.”

Allen climbed down from the buckboard. “Well, I might just think a little more about it, Slim.” Then he added, hastily, “Mind you, now, I’m not saying I’m going to do it.”

“No, of course not,” Gordon said, but he had no doubt that the match race would be arranged.

Allen spoke again, and his voice held a ring of excitement that couldn’t be completely muted. “Even if I did decide to do it, maybe the kid won’t want to ride in the race,” he said.

Gordon replied, “You could order him to ride. It wouldn’t be the same as the way you feel about his riding Hot Feet.”

“Yeah, I suppose I could do that,” Allen said thoughtfully. “Well, no sense talking any more about it, Slim. Come in the house, and wait there for the kid to get back.”

“I’ve changed my mind,” Gordon said. “I’ll see him some other time. If you’ve got anyone around to drive me back to town, I’d like to go now.”

Allen shook his head. “Sure, I got someone, but you said …”

“I know what I said, but it can wait now,” Gordon interrupted. “I’ll see McGregor on my next trip to town.” Everything had been arranged so perfectly that he could afford to wait now. He was almost certain that Allen would decide in favor of the match race, and that McGregor would be forced to ride at Preston. There, someone would identify him as the boy wanted by the police.

“You’re a strange fellow, Slim,” Allen said thoughtfully. “First you want to talk to McGregor, and then you don’t. You like horses and racing, yet you got only a burro for yourself. You seem to be interested in folks, and yet you shut yourself up in the pines, and most of the time see no one. Maybe you’re not a happy guy, Slim.”

“You’re wrong, Allen. Most of the time I’m very happy. It’s only once in a while that I feel I’ve let myself down and others as well.” He turned to take another look at the distant horse and rider. “This is just one of those times,” he added quietly. “I’ll get over it.”
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After Gordon had left, Allen waited impatiently for McGregor, who had the horse in a walk, and was slowly approaching the corral. Allen had decided to race the black horse at Preston, providing he could get the kid to ride him. Allen moved toward the boy and horse. He hoped he wasn’t going to run into any trouble with McGregor. His best way of avoiding it was by getting right to the point. He wasn’t going to ask McGregor to ride. It would be an order. He wasn’t going to take any more disobedience from McGregor.

Allen saw the uneasiness in the boy’s flushed face at his approach. McGregor expected a reprimand for taking the horse from the corral, but instead Allen said, “Take him in, and wash him down good, McGregor.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you’re riding at Preston,” Allen added quickly. “But it’s not going to be on Hot Feet. You’ll be up on this horse, racing him like you just showed me he can run.” He paused, his eyes unwavering. “That’s an order. If you don’t like it, I’m firing you now. So make up your mind quick!”

The boy’s face showed white beneath his tan. He said nothing.

“Well, McGregor?” Allen waited, his feet beginning to shift uneasily, for seldom had he used such tactics in getting cooperation from his men. Yet he felt it was the only way to handle McGregor. “You win with him,” he continued less harshly, “and maybe we can discuss again what we talked about this morning. Maybe he’ll be yours in a short while. But I’m not promising anything. I’m just telling you to ride him in the race or leave the ranch today. Understand, McGregor?”

Finally the boy nodded. “I’ll stay, and ride him,” he said, “… at Preston.”

Allen’s face softened. “That’s more like it,” he said. “Now cool him off, and take care of him, Mac. He’s got a big job to do next week.”

“Yes, sir,” the boy answered tonelessly. He rode the stallion toward the corral.

Allen hurried into the house. Entering the dining room, he made his way around a long table covered with red-checkered tablecloths. Through the kitchen door, at the far end of the room, came the rattling of pots and pans. He went to the doorway. At the kitchen table stood Reni, the ranch cook, his hands in flour, and his watery blue eyes on the pan in front of him. Allen said, “I’ll be using the phone a few minutes, Ren.”

He closed the kitchen door, and went to the telephone in the corner of the dining room. He preferred not to have Reni overhear his conversation. No sense in having everybody know what he intended to propose to Herbert … not right now, anyway.

He cranked the wall telephone, and waited for the Leesburg operator to answer. After a few seconds she said, “Yes, Mr. Allen.”

“Elsie, I want to put in a long-distance call to Texas.… Yes, you heard me right, Elsie, I said Texas. What was that? … I know it’s a long way off.… What was that? … Oh, yes, I’m sorry, Elsie. I want the High Crest Ranch near Abilene. I want to speak to Mr. Ralph Herbert.… Yes, that’s right. Ralph Herbert at the High Crest Ranch. You got it now, Elsie? I’ll wait. You go right ahead.… Of course I’ll wait, Elsie.… No, I don’t care how long it’ll take.… No, Elsie. I’ll wait. Please put the call through. Thank you, Elsie.”

He leaned against the wall and looked out the window. He could see the vast plateau stretched endlessly before him and, to his right, the mountain range with its peaks golden against the purple-blue sky. He heard the bellowing of the cattle in the distance, and then, close to the ranch, came the beat of hoofs. He turned in the direction of the corral and saw the black stallion moving about. A moment later he saw McGregor go to him, carrying a bucket of water. Allen shook his head in wonder as the stallion trotted toward the boy without hesitation and shoved his muzzle into the pail. It was too easy for McGregor. Everything had been too easy. After all, the black stallion had been an outlaw until a little over a week ago. Allen continued to watch them. He had to accept this strange, unnatural relationship, but he sure didn’t understand it.

“Hello. Hello. High Crest Ranch? Is this Ralph Herbert? … Ralph, this is Allen, Irv Allen up near Preston.… Fine. Fine. How are you? … Good, glad to hear it, Ralph … Yes, we’ll be there on Saturday. How about you, Ralph? Are you coming? Good. Great … No, I haven’t changed my mind, Ralph. Three hundred yards is the only distance I’ll race Hot Feet, this year, anyway.… No, a quarter of a mile is too far for him. He can’t hold his speed that long. I might as well admit.… What’s that, Ralph? … Yes, I know a quarter is pretty short for a Thoroughbred, or at least I’ve been told so. Don’t know much about that breed of horse, as you’re aware.… I guess the match race is out, Ralph.… Yes, it is too bad. I know how the crowd would like it.… Sure, Ralph, I know. Well, I guess that’s about all. I just wanted to make sure you knew the match race with Hot Feet couldn’t possibly be run under the conditions you’ve set for it.”

Allen’s eyes shifted to the window while he listened to Herbert continue to talk about the appeal such a race would have for the crowd at Preston. Finally he said, “Well, I’ll see you Saturday, then, Ralph.” He waited until Herbert was ready to hang up. He tried to keep the eagerness out of his voice when he said, “Oh, Ralph … something’s come up here that just might appeal to you, and then again it might not. The boys picked up a wild horse on the upper range a while back.… Yeah, that’s what I said.… No, he’s not the mustang type, a little bigger and racier. We’ve grown pretty fond of him. Spent a lot of time grooming him and so on. We like the way he runs, but since he’s not a registered horse we can’t race him at Preston. I thought that maybe you’d have something to match against him.”

There was a long pause at the other end. Finally Allen heard Herbert’s voice again. He listened, and then said, “Well, Night Wind seems a little hard to take, Ralph. After all, this is a horse we just picked up on the range.… Yeah, I know Night Wind is the only Thoroughbred you’re able to get to Preston.… Sure, I know that a Thoroughbred racing one of our local horses is what would appeal to the crowd. But, Ralph … Sure, Ralph … Yeah, I know, Ralph.”

Herbert was talking rapidly, insistently. Allen let him go on for a long time before saying, “Well, all right, Ralph. I guess we can work it out. Shall we make the race over a quarter of a mile, then? … Sure, that’s fine, Ralph. You’ll put up five quarter mares as your end of the purse and I’ll put up Hot Feet. I’d sure hate to lose my little horse, Ralph, but I don’t think I will. This black horse is pretty fast as horses go around these parts.… Sure, Ralph, I know you’d hate to lose your quarter mares, too. Well, it’s all in the game, heh? … Oh, Ralph, I just had a thought. This new horse of ours seems to like distance. You know how those range horses are, plenty of stamina. Would you be interested in making the race, say, maybe a mile instead of a quarter?”

He smiled at the eagerness of the voice at the other end of the line. He listened for a while, and then said, “Oh, you needn’t put up ten mares just because you like the idea so much, Ralph. Five mares are plenty.… Well, okay, Ralph, if you insist. I know you only expected a quarter-mile race, and your Night Wind is better over a longer distance. You told me that once before, Ralph.… Yes. Sure, Ralph. No, I won’t go back on my word. We’ll be there Saturday.… Yeah, I’ll tell the race officials at Preston. I’ll get in touch with them right away, so they can put it on the program.… What’s that, Ralph? … Sure, I’ll agree to that. If either horse, yours or mine, fails to show up at the post it’ll be the same as losing the race, and the other will take the purse.… Sure, Ralph. Sounds fair to me, too. Okay … right you are.… Sure, Ralph … So long, Ralph.” He hung up the receiver, and sat down, breathing hard. Ten mares from High Crest Ranch! More, much more, than he’d hoped for. He began making plans for them.

In Leesburg, Elsie, the operator, pulled out the switchboard plug to the Allen ranch, and then removed her headset. No other lights flashed on the small board. She leaned toward the open window facing the street, and the stool creaked beneath her ponderous weight. She saw her friend Janie Conover walking by, and called. They put their heads together for a few minutes, and then Janie went bustling down the street. Elsie looked around for someone else who would be interested in learning what was going to happen at the Preston races on Saturday.

Gordon had finished packing the magazines on Goldie when the news reached him. A saggy, medium-sized man sporting a droopy, full-mouthed mustache came out of the general store.

“Slim, y’heard about it?”

“Heard what, Gus?”

“Allen’s gonna race that wild hoss he’s got against some Texas Thoroughbred this Satidy at Preston. For the purse he’s puttin’ up Hot Feet against ten mares from the Texas feller. Ain’t no backin’ down by either of ’em, either. Got to show up an’ race or else they lose. Whatya think o’ that, Slim? Allen puttin’ up Hot Feet like he’s doin’, an’ racin’ a wild range hoss?”

Gordon turned to Goldie. “I think,” he said, “that it’s time we were going home,” and he led Goldie down the street. He didn’t want to return to Leesburg until it was all over. He realized what the coming race would mean to McGregor, Allen and everybody else concerned. A bombshell exploding in their midst would be nothing compared with the shock that would rock the racing world if a captured outlaw stallion beat Night Wind, Thoroughbred Horse-of-the-Year. The kid had no idea what he was getting into. Neither did Allen. They’d be overwhelmed by publicity. And for McGregor it would mean the end of his running away from the police. As for himself, well, he was out of it now. He wouldn’t become involved in this very messy business. He had instigated the race, making possible McGregor’s capture. Yet he was out of it completely. He hoped that in time he’d be able to forget what he’d done to the kid.

Gus ran past, and Gordon saw him stop to tell the news to Cruikshank, who was sitting on the steps of the café. As Gordon went by, he noticed that Cruikshank was showing great interest in Gus’s story. There was even a trace of a smile on Cruikshank’s thin lips. Gordon left town, knowing Cruikshank would enjoy nothing more than to have Allen lose the race—and his prized Hot Feet. But the black stallion wouldn’t be beaten, not if the kid was able to ride him as he had ridden him today.

Cruikshank continued sitting on the steps of the café for a long while. His big hands worked nervously up and down his thighs, wiping off the sweat on them. He’d heard about the black stallion at the Allen ranch, and knew that only the kid was able to handle him. Soon he’d tell the sheriff who the kid was. But not now. He’d wait until Saturday. He’d wait until just before the race. With no kid to ride the stallion, there’d be no race. And Allen would lose Hot Feet, his cherished possession.

Back at the ranch, McGregor stayed with his horse, moving with him about the corral, finding solace in his very nearness. Often he just watched the stallion standing so still in the sun, his black coat shining as though afire. His stallion was no wild horse, no mustang who had spent years roaming endless ranges. Every inch of him denoted his fine blood and breeding … the small head, the great eyes and body. His every move disclosed it.

He rubbed the stallion’s neck. Riding him today had been like riding the wind! The black stallion had passed Hot Feet as though the bay horse had been standing still. He had been called upon to run, and he had flown, snorting, wanting to fight as he had drawn close to Hot Feet. McGregor had called in his ear and the stallion had responded, leaving Hot Feet alone, and running the way the boy had wanted him to run. McGregor knew he could handle this stallion, his stallion. He knew this much but no more. He couldn’t remember when or where it had all started. But soon he would know. Every day he came a little closer to knowing, to remembering.

He ran his hands down one of the stallion’s long legs, and lifted a hoof. He began cleaning it. Every small job was familiar, and brought him that much closer to remembering. He would put shoes on his stallion for the race. He wouldn’t have any trouble. He’d done it before.

There were moments when he found himself looking forward to racing this horse. He couldn’t understand why. But he didn’t attempt to fight it. He accepted his mounting excitement, the compelling urge to race. He knew that he had not felt this way when Allen had asked him to ride Hot Feet. Why was racing his black horse so different? Why did just the thought of it sometimes send his blood rushing, driving the very dangers of the race away from him?

Yet there were other moments when he felt fear and panic take over his body, when he thought of running away. But he realized he couldn’t leave his horse now. Finally he came to a decision. He would tell Allen that he and the stallion should be kept away from all the horses and people at Preston until the race was called. Otherwise he wouldn’t be responsible for what the stallion might do. Allen would understand and agree. His stake in the match race was too high for him not to go along with anything McGregor might propose in the best interests of the stallion.

Actually, it was only what might happen after the race that McGregor feared. He tried to convince himself that there was a good chance nobody would be able to identify him in Allen’s racing silks. And he’d leave the track right after the race. He’d get the stallion to act up and no one would come very close to them. They’d return to the ranch, and someday soon, if Allen had meant what he’d said, the stallion would be his!

He finished cleaning the perfect hoofs. He started toward the corral fence and found the black horse following him. He stopped, and then walked on again. He heard the stallion behind him. Once more he stopped, this time to turn and go back to him, pressing his head against the black neck.
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The following days were unlike any that had gone before. There wasn’t a man on the ranch who didn’t know of Saturday’s match race and the conditions under which it would be run. They gave any excuse to get near the black stallion’s corral. In large groups they watched him, accepting him for what he was, a wild stallion, a beautiful stallion, but never broken, not ready to carry Allen’s racing colors at Preston.

But Allen never asked their opinions, and his grim face deterred them from offering voluntary advice. He realized he had not been successful in keeping anything from anybody. He supposed that Elsie had given him away, and regretted that he hadn’t been mindful of her listening to his conversation with Herbert at the time. However, it made no great difference. It was only an annoyance. He didn’t like the looks of skepticism on the faces of his men.

Now that he had committed himself to the match race, he watched over the boy and the black stallion more than ever, worrying about them. These last few days were serious business. Nothing must happen to either of them. The kid had his own peculiar ideas about Saturday’s race, and Allen had agreed to them readily. There was too much at stake to do otherwise. At McGregor’s suggestion, they would van the stallion to Preston the night before the race rather than a day early, as he’d intended to do. They would park the van in the outlying district of the track and keep the stallion there until the race was called. All this was to prevent him from becoming overexcited by the presence of other horses and the crowd.

Perhaps McGregor’s ideas weren’t so peculiar at that, for they were racing a stallion who only a short time ago had been running wild. Yet it was hard for Allen to think of this horse as being wild and unbroken, as his men did. He had spent too many hours watching the boy handle him with an ease that made every horse on the place, including Hot Feet, seem much more wild. But he mustn’t forget that the black stallion accepted only the boy, that no one else could get near him, much less ride him. If anything happened to McGregor, handling the stallion would be a far different story.

Early Friday morning they rode to the north of the ranch where there was no grass, only hard-packed sand. Here they had laid out a mile course, and the black stallion had been trained before the eyes of just two spectators, Allen and Larom.

For this last gallop at the ranch, McGregor took the great stallion far beyond the starting mark. He kept him at a lope, waiting for him to get warm. His own blood became heated at the feel of the reins and the creaking of saddle leather. He rose in his stirrups and the irons felt worn and familiar on the balls of his feet. With a loose rein, he held the stallion down to a lope by his voice alone. He never worried him. He looked between the small, pricked ears at the hills in the distance. He felt a strong urge to let the stallion go on, never to turn back. No one would catch them! They would go to the hills, and then turn to the western range. They would climb, and then descend into that vast, unknown country of the great canyons. No one would find them there.

He spoke to his horse, and turned him in a wide circle, still loping. He saw Allen and Larom two miles away, waiting for them to come down. He guided the stallion toward them. What would he gain by taking his horse into the desolate canyon country? Freedom for a while, but certain death in the end. For just as it was true that no one would find them, he would not be able to find his way out. It was far better to stay here, to take a chance that the race would come and go without his being caught by the police. Only Gordon was aware of the crime he had committed, and Gordon was keeping quiet.

He moved forward a little more, and the stallion responded with longer strides. He thought of the race to come against Night Wind. Why did that name seem so familiar? Had he known Night Wind? Had he ridden Night Wind just as he was now riding the black stallion? Had he once been a jockey? He must have been, for there was nothing strange about this racing bridle and saddle. How long ago and where? And why had he been in Salt Lake City? Why had he regained consciousness in the back of a trailer truck? He remembered the money Gordon was keeping for him, and it was easy to figure out the answers. He had been a jockey. He had run out of money. He had helped some men rob a diner. He had been in a fight. He had succeeded in getting away by hopping a truck.

He clucked to the stallion and sat down to ride. He felt the slight twinge of head pain, the first in more than a week. He had thought himself completely well except for not being able to remember. But he wasn’t. The pain had returned.

The stallion snorted, and showed fight, but there was no slackening of stride. The boy looked ahead and saw Larom already on the course with Hot Feet. For the past few days Hot Feet had acted as the stallion’s prompter. Hot Feet was taken to the last three hundred yards of the mile course, and never asked to run all out. It had been Allen’s idea. He wanted to use Hot Feet but didn’t care to have him race the black stallion even at three hundred yards. He didn’t want to be convinced of the black stallion’s superior speed at so short a distance.

Larom allowed Allen this indulgence by never admitting Hot Feet was going all out when the black stallion passed them. But Larom knew, as did McGregor, that Hot Feet could not stay within the stallion’s shadow at any distance.

Today was no exception. The boy gave the stallion his head at the start of the mile course. He felt the sudden release of powerful muscles. He heard the stallion’s furious snorts at just the sight of Hot Feet running far ahead of him. McGregor bent low against the straining neck and called repeatedly, knowing that only the sound of his voice would remind the stallion of the boy who was riding him.

The black horse was in full stride now, and he closed the distance to Hot Feet in electrifying seconds. Reaching Hot Feet’s hindquarters, his strides shortened. The boy spoke to him, and he went on, leaving Hot Feet behind as if the small bay horse had come to a sudden, full stop.

McGregor rode him out for another mile, and then trotted him back to where Larom was standing. The ranch foreman watched every movement of the stallion, and finally he said, “Nothing could have beaten him today.”

“If he runs that way tomorrow,” McGregor began, “we’ll …”

“When he runs that way tomorrow, y’mean,” Larom interrupted. “It ain’t goin’ to be any other way ever, not as long as you’re up on him. He wants to run for you. Ain’t no doubt about that. He’s a killer, an outlaw.… Everything he does shows that. But he’ll do what you want, because you ask him to do it. Jus’ look how you got him under saddle the other day. Never a fight, nothin’. He jus’ took it ’cause you asked him. I’ve seen horses take a likin’ to certain people before, but nothin’ ever like this.”

McGregor touched his horse, and the stallion moved in quick, springy strides to the front of Hot Feet. How could he tell Larom that this was no outlaw horse he rode? How could he explain to him that this stallion had worn saddle and bridle before, and that he had ridden him before?

From behind him came the man’s voice again. “I wouldn’t miss tomorrow’s race for the whole state of Arizona. Ain’t goin’ to be nothin’ like it again, not once they see what you and him do to that track. I guess I’d give up anything, if I had to, jus’ to see it.”

McGregor said nothing. He felt the same way. He knew it was more than Allen’s orders that were taking him to Preston to ride. He wanted to race the stallion. He was excited about it. He was a fool. He might be giving up everything, including his freedom.

Late that same afternoon, Allen drove the van to the corral where the boy and stallion awaited him. It was a large van with room for six horses. Allen had bought it when he had purchased his broodmares a year ago. Now it was to carry the black stallion to Preston.

Only a few riders had been able to come off the range to watch the loading. The others would start for Preston later that night. Larom waved the riders back from the barred gate. He waited until Allen had the van’s side door opposite the gate, and then took down the bars.

In the center of the corral, McGregor held his horse. He waited for them to lower the van’s ramp, to adjust the heavy fiber matting, and then he led his horse toward it. He knew he wasn’t going to have any trouble loading him. He knew Allen and Larom would shake their heads at the wonder of it all, just as they had done when he’d thrown Allen’s maroon racing blanket over the stallion without any trouble, without a restless movement from the horse. They should have known then that there was no magic about it, that he’d done all this many times before to the same horse … somewhere, long ago.

Larom was standing on one side of the ramp, and Allen on the other. Neither wanted to allow the stallion to get through the openings there. They expected trouble. Seeing them, the stallion shied, moving with marvelous ease and swiftness.

“Move away from the ramp,” McGregor told them.

Reluctantly, and afraid of what might happen, they moved to the sides of the corral. The boy went forward then, the stallion following on a slack lead rope. McGregor walked up the ramp without turning around, but he knew his horse was right behind him. He heard the light hoofs come down on the matting calmly and deliberately, as he had expected. Yet the sound of them, and the closeness of the stallion’s blanketed body once they were inside the van, caused his head to pound. He raised a hand to his forehead. Where had this all happened before? He was so close to remembering!

As he turned his horse around and backed him into the straight stall at the front of the van, his head pounded even more. A narrow, straight stall. A stallion cross-tied. A great roar, a drone of engines. All these he could remember. Not so long ago. He closed his eyes. He waited. He prayed for it all to come back to him.

“Set, Mac?”

He opened his eyes. Larom was standing in the doorway. The starter ground. The engine caught, steadied, idled.

Larom said, “I’d better ride up with the boss. He’s so jittery I ain’t trustin’ his drivin’ over the mountains.”

The door closed. He was alone again. He could wait. He had time. It would be five hours before they reached Preston. So much could happen to him in five hours. He might be able to remember everything in five hours. He turned to the stallion, wanting his help more than ever before.

The van moved down the dirt road toward Leesburg and the mountain range beyond.

That evening Gordon sat down and reached again for the stack of Thoroughbred Records on the table beside him. He wasn’t looking for a picture of McGregor. He was trying to forget McGregor and was being more successful than he’d hoped. He’d found the contents of the magazine more interesting than he’d remembered. He made a mental note to subscribe to the Thoroughbred Record. It wouldn’t disrupt his quiet life to keep up with what was going on in the racing world.

He hadn’t riffled the pages of all the issues looking for a picture of McGregor. He had convinced himself that it wouldn’t matter much if he did find McGregor’s picture in the magazine. So the kid had been a jockey. A jockey turned thief and murder accomplice. Finding his picture would mean only that he would know McGregor’s real name. So he had decided to proceed in his usual, orderly way, and begin at the beginning. He had spent the first night reading every word of the January 1st issue, and the second night the following week’s issue. Tonight the issue of January 15th lay on his lap.

This procedure, he thought, would give him a complete picture of what had happened in racing this year. He would go along with the Thoroughbreds from week to week, coming to the big races in their proper sequence. It would be almost as good as though he had attended them. He would never cheat by skipping issues to learn who had won the Kentucky Derby, the Preakness, the Belmont and other classics.

This way, too, he told himself, would help him to forget McGregor and what he’d done to the kid. But tomorrow, he realized, would be the worst time of all for him. Tomorrow the kid would race, and his running from the police would come to an end.

He picked up the magazine from his lap. He studied the cover, driving his disciplined mind to note every muscle of the Thoroughbred horse pictured there. It was a dark stallion, wearing racing bridle but no saddle. He was solid, good-looking. He seemed to be a big horse, standing perhaps over sixteen hands. The bridle reins hung loosely over his thick neck and crest. He had good eyes and a wide, intelligent head. A white stripe ran from forehead to muzzle, and there was white on all four legs, adding emphasis to his dark body. He had sloping shoulders, powerful hind muscles and low-set hocks. He was a very racy type. He was all Thoroughbred.

It was not until Gordon read the print at the bottom of the cover that he realized he was looking at a picture of Night Wind. The caption read, “Night Wind—He’ll Be Back.”

Gordon’s long, thin fingers pressed deeply into the magazine until the whites of his nails showed. Finally he turned over the cover. It was no time to be reminded of Night Wind. Yet when he came to the story inside regarding The Cover Horse he read it quickly as though to get it over with and then forget about it.


Night Wind, voted Horse-of-the-Year, is recovering satisfactorily from an injury suffered at Santa Anita. He is at the High Crest Ranch in Texas, and his owner, Ralph Herbert, expects to have him back at the ranch track by spring. If he trains well he’ll be sent to California sometime during the summer months for another campaign.

Night Wind is a five-year-old son of Count Fleet–Lovely Lady by Sir Galahad III. He was bred by his owner, Ralph Herbert. He is trained by …



Gordon turned the page. He had had enough of Night Wind for tonight, tonight of all nights! A large advertisement caught his attention, and his sun-bleached, heavy eyebrows came up quickly as he read the headline: “His Daughter Won the Kentucky Derby BUT His Fee Still Remains at $500!” Beneath it was a picture of a black horse, the black horse he had seen at Allen’s ranch!

Still holding the magazine, Gordon got to his feet, trying to control the trembling of his hands. He told himself that the resemblance between the two stallions was remarkable, but it didn’t necessarily mean they were one and the same horse! This picture was of the Black, one of the foremost sires in the country—sire of Black Minx, the filly who had won the Kentucky Derby, and sire of Satan, a world’s champion before his retirement!

He looked again at the picture, his bright eyes missing nothing. He remembered the black horse at Allen’s, and compared the two stallions. The heads were surely the same … small, noble and arrogant. Yes, and the eyes, too … very large and set wide apart. Ears were the very same. And their bodies were alike in every detail.

He couldn’t sit down. He tried to remember clearly the black stallion he had seen McGregor riding. He saw him again, coming toward him, his body low, and head held high.… That long and slender neck arched even at full gallop.… The long mane so heavy yet windblown in his great speed.

He turned again to the photograph. One horse was a famous sire and the other a wild stallion. Yet they were so much alike in every respect!

Gordon’s face, weathered by years spent in the sun, turned somewhat pale. They could be one and the same horse, but they weren’t, of course. He was crazy even to consider it. One horse was at the famous stock farm operated by Alec Ramsay and Henry Dailey. It said so right in the advertisement. The Black was in New York State, close to three thousand miles away. The other horse was in Preston, awaiting tomorrow’s race with Night Wind.

Gordon sat down in his chair again, and gradually the color came back to his face. He even smiled a little. He was trying to laugh at himself. Finally he was able to turn the page. He began reading an article written by a veterinarian on the proper care of foaling mares.

His eyes followed the type, but his mind refused to concentrate on the article. He remembered Allen telling him about the strange, almost uncanny relationship between the outlaw stallion and McGregor. The kid had been able to handle the horse from the very beginning, putting a halter on him, leading him back to the ranch, and shortly thereafter riding him. Gordon remembered replying to Allen that this was all very hard for him to believe. He had gone to the ranch to see for himself. He had found everything just as Allen had said he would. He, too, had accepted the strange relationship between the boy and the stallion. There had been no alternative. But now?

His lean body shifted uneasily in the deep chair. Now, if he looked at it this way, if he told himself that the horse was no wild stallion, that he had been broken and ridden before, could the horse then be … It was hard for him to say the Black. It was too ridiculous!

Nevertheless, Gordon found himself turning back again and again to the picture of the famous black sire. At last he got to his feet, angrily throwing the magazine to the floor. He went to the other issues on the table, the issues so neatly arranged in their proper weekly sequence. He riffled the pages of each one, his eyes scanning only the headlines. He did not really expect to find anything, yet he couldn’t stop looking.

When he came to the issue for the third week of June he grabbed it, but didn’t throw it on the floor with the others. Nor did he open the magazine. It wasn’t necessary. On the cover was a picture of McGregor standing beside his “wild” stallion! Only the caption didn’t say this. Instead it read: “Alec Ramsay and the Black—Lost in Wyoming Wilderness.”

Gordon’s knees buckled, and he caught himself on the arm of his chair. He lowered himself to the seat, and turned to the story inside. He learned of the plane’s forced landing, and the vigorous search the first few days for the Black and Alec Ramsay. He picked up the following week’s issue, and read of more days of constant search through miles of desolate wilderness. He read one issue after another, the stories of the search becoming shorter, and telling of gradually diminishing hope. The last issue stated that the search had ended and that all hope of finding Alec Ramsay and the Black, dead or alive, had ended as well.

Gordon staggered to his feet. He went to the closet, and got his jacket and hat. By starting now he’d be in Leesburg early tomorrow morning. He’d borrow a car, and get to Preston shortly after noon. He must tell McGregor who he was, and that he had nothing to fear from the police. McGregor was Alec Ramsay!

Gordon went out the door, shouting excitedly, “Goldie! Goldie!” He was running through the darkness when the thought came to him that Alec Ramsay didn’t realize he was riding the Black! No one knew this but himself! Maybe he wouldn’t be able to get there before the match race. The Black racing Night Wind. The Black coming back to the races in Preston. He couldn’t miss it! No one who liked to see a horse run would want to miss it. Yet there would be only a small number of people watching, and none would know they were witnessing a sight many thousands of others throughout the world would have given anything to see … Alec Ramsay and the Black racing again!


[image: ]

For more than an hour after leaving Leesburg, the horse van traveled across the dusty hot road of the broad plateau. Reaching the northern range, it began climbing, and soon left the heated air behind. At first the ascent was a gradual one across rounded hills, but within a short while the road became steeper as it wound through the ever-rising mountains. With the setting of the sun the road turned gray in the twilight, and finally blackness enveloped the van. Headlights came on to pierce the night; the van was put in low gear, moving slowly, cautiously up the steep grades.

Within the close confines of the van, the boy and stallion were aware of the precipitous climb only because of the slanting floor. The stallion had his long legs spread apart, with the straw rising above his fetlocks. McGregor sat in a canvas chair in front of him, watching him and listening to the steady pull of the engine. Its pitch was low, too low for what he wanted to associate with it. There was also the noise from the slow turning of rubber wheels on well-packed gravel. This wasn’t the same, either.

He watched the stallion reach for the hay in the rope-mesh sling in front of his stall. He saw him pull it out and begin chewing. He listened to the sound of his hoofs in the straw when the stallion shifted his weight. He watched him shake his head, pulling taut the cross ropes that held him. The blanket slipped down on his neck.

McGregor got to his feet, and pulled the blanket up again. His hands stayed on the stallion’s neck, his touch soft and gentle. He talked to the horse. He watched the ears come forward, the stallion turning and listening. He waited. Any second, any moment that black mental curtain would rise, and he would remember everything.

His lips were drawn in a fine thin line as he tried to make his memory return. He felt he could do it now, this moment, if only he made a great effort to remember.

The van lurched as it was thrown into still lower gear to ease the strain of the climb. McGregor found himself noticing the steeper pitch of the floor. The stallion snorted with tossing head. McGregor turned to the blanketed body. He read the white letters on the maroon background. “The Allen Ranch.”

He closed his eyes. He mustn’t look at the blanket or the sloping floor of the van … or even his horse. He must shut his ears to the sound of the engine, and where it was taking him. He must concentrate only on what he wanted to know. He must make a great effort. His demand must come from within. He must …

But he found he could not close his mind as he had his eyes. It was not that easy. As he thought of Preston and all the people who would be watching him tomorrow, he felt a terrible fear rising within him. He looked at his horse, and found that his terror was mirrored in the stallion’s eyes.

There came a snort and the pawing of a muscled foreleg. Thin-skinned nostrils were blown out. The cross ropes became taut as the stallion shook his head.

Realizing that his fear was causing the stallion’s restlessness, McGregor turned away from him. He went to the chair and sat down. He told himself that he wanted to race the stallion for Allen, that at times during the past few days he had even looked forward to it. No harm would come to him. He would be back at the ranch by tomorrow night. The terror that now gripped him was due only to their being on their way, leaving behind for a short while the protection, the security he had known at the ranch. He would get used to it. He would be all right by the time they reached Preston.

He remained in the chair until his fear had left him. He made no further effort to bring back his memory. He realized that he couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t demand to know anything now … not with tomorrow’s race so near. After the race, when he was back at the ranch, it might be different. But now he could only wait, wait as he had been doing for what already seemed a lifetime.

An hour later, the van reached the crest of the range and began its descent. It went no faster than it had during the long climb, and at times much slower. The road turned and twisted, dropping abruptly alongside tremendous cliffs. Mile after mile the van descended, wallowing in the blackness of the great walls that rose higher and higher above it to shut out the dim illumination of the stars.

After a long while, the van left the canyon, picking up speed as it went through a valley surrounded on every side by towering rock. The road led to another mountain range many miles away. After an hour the van slowed, and crossed a long bridge. Far below was a tremendous chasm, and deep within its bowels flowed a river. The moon turned the water into a silver ribbon, brilliant yet seemingly unmoving in the great depth of the canyon.

On the other side of the bridge the van picked up speed again. The high peaks ahead were no closer than before, but the van had gained open country now, mounting and descending little flat hills covered with sage. Finally, as it descended one of the hills, the lights of Preston could be seen in the distance.

The van surged forward until it neared the outskirts of the city. The mass of buildings rose feebly in comparison to the towering mountain range beyond, but their lights shone brightly in the night … red, green and white, going on and off along street after street.

The van passed the railroad station, and then crossed the tracks. It glided into the city on wheels that turned smoothly, almost noiselessly, on paved streets. It went down broad avenues, slowing to the spead that had taken it up the steepest of the mountain grades, but for a different reason. The way was filled with people overflowing from the sidewalks. Cattlemen, prospectors, miners, sheepherders, and Indians had descended upon Preston for three days of celebration. Long-legged cowboys and punchers, dressed in skin-tight Levis, colorful silk shirts and broad sombreros, were there from near and far to take home prize money. They would participate in the bronc-busting, bulldogging and calf-tying contests. They would enter the fastest of their horses in the races. Indians from the reservations mingled with them, some squatting on the sidewalks, trying to sell their pottery, baskets and beadwork; others ignoring the confusion of the crowd, waiting aloof and patiently for tomorrow’s horse racing, a sport they loved and understood above all others. They, too, would race, for as Navajos they had been taught to ride almost in their infancy, and horses were their most prized possessions.

The van wound its way through the streets, sometimes stopping and waiting for the mass of people to give it room to pass. There were cars and taxis and buses having no easier time of it. Slowly the van passed the park and the hotels, the stores and restaurants. Finally it came to the broad highway leading out of the city. It passed tourist courts, jammed, like the city behind, with cars and people. Another mile, and it passed the airport with the tower beacon turning slowly in the night. A short distance beyond was the city’s racetrack.

The van turned off the highway, and crossed the plain to the half-mile oval. Along the track’s homestretch were uncovered bleacher stands, and across the way a line of open stables. Horses stood beneath bare lightbulbs. Other horses were stabled in trailers, vans and in tents behind the sheds.

Allen’s van passed the stable area, and kept going until it was beyond the turn of the track. There in the darkness it stopped.

McGregor waited for the side door to be opened. He knew they had arrived. He had known for a long time, from the noise of downtown Preston to the shrill neighs and nickering of horses here at the track.

“Mac?”

“Yes, boss.” He could see the dim outline of Allen’s head and shoulders when the door was opened.

“You want to walk the kinks out of his legs? Hank thinks it would be best.”

“No. We’ll stay here. I’m going to turn him loose in the van for the rest of the night. That’s all the exercise he’ll need.”

Allen said nothing. McGregor heard him whispering to Larom, and then, “Where’ll you sleep, Mac?”

“In the stall, so he won’t be stepping on me.”

“Okay, but bed down the back of the van, then. I don’t want him slipping on the bare floor.”

“Yes, boss.”

Again McGregor saw their heads come together, and heard their whispered consultation.

Allen said finally, “Hank will be sleeping in the front seat, Mac. Call him if you need him.”

“I will, boss. Good night.”

“ ’Night, Mac. You got a light?”

“Yes, boss.”

The door closed, and a few moments later McGregor heard Larom climb into the van’s cab. Apparently he had been ordered to stick close by until time for the race. Allen was taking no chance of McGregor’s not being around in the morning.

Turning on his flashlight, he took several bales of straw, and bedded down the back of the van. Then he hung buckets of water and feed in the far corner, and turned the stallion loose. His horse moved from the stall and walked around the van, sniffing and snorting until he found his feed.

McGregor cleaned the stall, and then unfolded his portable canvas cot. Within a few minutes he was lying on it, and listening to the movements of his horse. He could smell the wood smoke from the fires a short distance away. He knew what it was like down there. He could see the bandages, cloths and coolers hanging on the lines. He was aware of the excitement and anticipation that was sweeping through men and horses alike. He could hear the good-natured calls, the whistling, the humming of men while they cared for their horses. All this was typical of the night before the races. Tomorrow it would be different. Men and horses would awaken to the seriousness of the day. There would be no laughing, no loud shouts in the stable area. They would leave all that to the people in the stands, those who had come only to watch. The back side of the track would know only tenseness, a long period of waiting before being called to the post.

No visitors today. No hay today. We go to the post at one o’clock.

He knew what it was like now, and what it would be like tomorrow. He knew everything except where he had learned it all, and when. He closed his eyes, not wanting to think about it any more, and asking only for sleep to come. He concentrated on the unceasing movements of his horse as he walked about the van, working the stiffness out of his legs. Finally the constant rustling of hoofs in the deep straw put him to sleep.

He awakened to the gray light of dawn coming through the high window behind him. He saw that the stallion was stretched out down on the straw. He was glad his horse had gotten off his feet during the night. It was a good sign. He moved on his cot, and the stallion’s head came up and turned toward him. “This is it,” he told him softly. “This is the day.”

Hearing someone at the door, he got to his feet. Larom was outside, carrying two pails.

“Morning, Mac. Here’s some fresh water.”

“Thanks, Hank.” McGregor watered his horse and then returned to Larom, saying, “He should get out for a while this morning.”

“I know, but Allen doesn’t want him on the track. He’s got some funny idea about springin’ him all at once on everybody, includin’ Herbert and Night Wind. I don’t get it, but he’s the boss.”

The boy turned away from the door. He went to the stallion again, and this time gave him some grain. He knew that he was responsible for Allen’s not wanting the stallion seen until post time. He had told Allen that it was best to keep him away from other horses, so that he would not become overexcited. He had told him, too, that if knowledge of the stallion’s swiftness could be kept from Herbert they would have an advantage in the race.

“Where is Ralph Herbert?” he asked Larom.

“In town, but that ain’t makin’ any difference,” Larom said. “His trainer and boys are over there with Night Wind. We take our horse on the track this morning, and Herbert and the town would know all about him before noon. The boss says to keep him away from them, and that’s what we’re doing.”

“Where’s the boss?”

“He caught a ride into town last night, figuring to stay there, and let Herbert know we’re all set to go.”

“What’s to stop Herbert from coming out here and finding us?”

Larom smiled. “Several hundred vans just like ours, and most of ’em carryin’ horses. Allen says Herbert ain’t the kind of guy to spend all morning just lookin’ for a horse.” He turned toward the track. “Things are just startin’ to stir down there. Can’t even get a cup of coffee yet, and we only had one sandwich since we left the ranch.”

The boy’s gaze was on the broad expanse of endless plain to the west. The sky above it was still dark. “Let me take him out there,” he said. “He only needs a light gallop. Allen said to keep him off the track, but he didn’t say anything about not working him out there.”

“No, he didn’t say anything about that.” Larom turned his dark, leathery face toward the boy. “But he said I should stick close to you, and I got no horse.”

“But why, Hank? What does he think I might do, anyway?”

“I don’t know why. It ain’t my orders. It’s his. He’s got his own notions. I guess he’s just playin’ it safe. He don’t want anything to happen to you. I can’t blame him. He ain’t playin’ for pennies, not with Hot Feet up as his part of the purse he ain’t. And if you don’t ride that black horse no one else is goin’ to do it.”

“But you want us to win, don’t you?”

“I ain’t sayin’ nothin’ but that.”

“Then you’d better let me gallop him,” McGregor said quietly. “He’s had more than five hours of hard traveling and six more hours of just waiting around here. Give him a chance to stretch out now, and he’ll come back all ready to race.”

For a moment Larom was undecided, and then he said, “Okay, Mac. I guess it’ll be all right. No one will see you out there.”

A little later McGregor led the saddled stallion down the ramp. Larom boosted him up, and said, “You work him like you think you should, but don’t go far, Mac.”

The boy’s hand was on the black neck. “Quit worrying, Hank. This will only take a few minutes.” He let the stallion go.

They left the ever lightening sky of early morning behind them. He kept the stallion at a mild gallop, wanting him only to loosen up. He felt the great hoofs come down upon the ground without a jar. He leaned forward, whispering softly into ears that flicked back at the sound of his voice. He knew the stallion wanted to run all out. He told him that it was not time, that they must wait a few more hours. Now they were just to gallop easily and without strain. The rest would come later.

He took him a half-mile, and then turned, coming back at a slow lope. Standing in his stirrups, he did not look at Hank Larom, who was impatiently awaiting their return. Instead he looked beyond the man, toward the land beneath the distant, dull-gray sky. Out there and not so many miles away was the beginning of the deep canyon country. No one, not even Allen, who was so afraid that something might happen to him, realized that only yesterday he had fleetingly considered riding the great stallion into that country where no one would ever find them.

He spurned the thought now as he had then. He turned away from its beckoning, knowing that he did not have to run again, that soon he would be back at the ranch.

Later, after he had cooled out the stallion and left him blanketed in the big van, he went to the stable area with Larom. They found the kitchen tent with its long counter and stools, and sat down.

The early morning air was brisk, but that was not the reason McGregor pulled up his jacket collar high on his neck. He was afraid of being recognized. But his fear left him almost immediately. There were too many men shouting and clamoring for anyone to pay much attention to him. He had no special identity in this carefree throng of swaggering cowboys. He tried to be one of them; it was the easiest way to avoid suspicion.

While he sat on the stool, awaiting his breakfast, he wondered why the stable area wasn’t the same as he had expected. These men were gay and laughing. They were enjoying themselves. Where was the tenseness, that long period of dreadful waiting before being called to the post? Where were the grim faces and the silent men who walked up and down before their barns until even in the coolness of early morning their shirts would be wet with sweat? Not here certainly. Yet he had expected it to be that way. Why? Because it had been that way for him before? Yes, that was his answer.

After breakfast they returned to the van, and found Allen awaiting them. They all climbed into the back of the van, and sat there quietly, watching the black stallion. The boy turned to Allen many times. Here was more what he had known before. Here was a grim face, a tortured face, that knew the pain of waiting. He turned to Larom, and found that his face disclosed everything that was in Allen’s. He found himself wondering about his own face. Was the agony of waiting written there, too?

He said, “Just a couple more hours now.” He hardly recognized his own voice, and he realized then that he looked and felt no different from the two men.

An hour before the race they convinced themselves that they should get a cup of coffee. They went to the kitchen tent again. They spoke only to give their orders. McGregor sat between them, and waited for his coffee, waited for the race to begin. It wouldn’t be long now. Post time for the match race was one o’clock. It was to be the first race on the day’s program. Across the track the stands had filled with spectators long ago. Hundreds more were already standing around the half-mile oval, and there was an endless stream of cars still coming from the highway.

“I wish this thing was over.”

The voice came from McGregor’s right, and he thought Allen had spoken. But it wasn’t Allen, for his employer had turned to the man sitting beside him. He was a small man, different from all others here because he wore no wide-rimmed sombrero, and no colorful silk shirt. His face was pinched and wizened, as was the rest of him except for his hands. They were giant-sized.

McGregor turned away quickly, pulling his sombrero down close to his eyes. He had known this man before. He knew this, but nothing else … not where or when, only that the slight figure had stepped from behind the black mental barrier of lost time.

The man was talking to Allen. “I ride Night Wind,” he said. “I’m a contract rider for High Crest Ranch. I got no beef. Herbert tells me to ride and I ride. But what he makes me come here for, I don’t know. I miss a couple of good rides at Santa Anita today because he calls me, and says get to Preston! Sure I come. If I don’t, I break my contract, and I’m fired. I don’t get to ride Night Wind at Santa Anita or nowhere else. I ain’t dumb enough to let a thing like that get by me. But why he gets me to ride in this jerk rodeo circus, I don’t know. Night Wind don’t need me up on him to win here. As I say, I got no beef with Herbert. He’s paying me all right, and I get his best horses to ride. But why he didn’t get one of his ranch boys to ride this race, I don’t know. Why he gets me to come all the way from California for this thing, I don’t know.”

Allen finished his coffee, and turned on his stool. “I don’t know, either,” he said, getting to his feet. Only when they were leaving the tent did he speak again. “I didn’t expect Herbert to get his top rider here. Herbert is out for blood, all right.” His face was white.

“Hot Feet, y’mean,” Larom said.

McGregor said nothing.

They pushed their way through the packed crowd in the stable area, having to look at the laughing faces, having to listen to the gay, carnival spirit that had swept over the grounds. They walked single file, following each other with McGregor in the lead, for it was he who wanted most to get away. Suddenly he stopped, his eyes on the tall man coming toward him. Fear choked him. He wanted to turn and run, but could only stand still. He knew the man and he didn’t have to ask himself when he had last seen him. The heavyset frame, the round face, the gray suit, and gray sombrero, the bright silver star … the sheriff from Leesburg! Close behind him was another man McGregor recognized … Cruikshank, with his gaunt body stooped, the more easily to move through the crowd.

Somehow he knew they had come for him! He turned on leaden feet and tried to run. He bumped into Allen. His employer’s face showed surprise and then alarm when McGregor tried to break away from him. A hand from behind fell on the boy’s shoulder, and he heard the sheriff say, “You’re wanted on suspicion of robbery and murder, kid.”
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“Murder!” McGregor mouthed the word, but it never left his bloodless lips. He looked at Allen. He saw the rancher’s face lengthen until the skin was drawn tight and white. He watched him try to smile, a thin, sickly opening of the mouth.

“You’re joking, Tom,” Allen said. “It’s no time for stuff like that. We’re going to race in just a few minutes.”

McGregor heard the sheriff’s reply, while the heavy hand remained on his shoulder, the fingers deep in his flesh. “No, Irv. I’m not kidding.” There was sympathy in the sheriff’s voice, but resoluteness as well. “The whole state’s been alerted to be on the lookout for him. He’s wanted in Utah … a diner stickup … The three men who worked with him on the job have been caught.” His voice dropped a little. “The diner’s cashier died a couple of weeks ago from injuries they gave him at the time.”

Allen turned to the boy. “Let’s get out of here, Tom,” he said. “We can’t talk here.”

“There’s only one place for me to take him,” the sheriff said quietly.

“I want to know more before you do that.” Allen’s eyes had left the boy, and there was fury in his gaze when he looked at the haggard face of the man standing behind the sheriff. “I want to know what Cruikshank had to do with this.”

The sheriff shifted his big frame uneasily, but his eyes and voice were steady when he said, “Cruikshank just tipped me off, Irv. He pointed out to me what I hadn’t noticed at all … that the description of the kid wanted in Salt Lake City fits McGregor.” The sheriff paused before adding, “If you want to get out of here and hear the rest, I guess it’ll be all right.”

McGregor was pulled around, and then directed through the crowd. He didn’t raise his eyes. He didn’t care any longer. He was wanted for murder. There would be no more running.

They stopped before the van; there were no people this far from the track. He heard one of the stallion’s hoofs strike wood, and then it was quiet inside again. Maybe they’d let him see him once more. Maybe, if Allen asked the sheriff, he’d be allowed inside the van for the last time.

The sheriff said, “Here’s the state circular I’ve had hanging in my office, Irv, and attached to it is the news clipping Cruikshank gave me last night, when he reminded me of the kid who was working for you.”

Allen read the details of the robbery, and the description of the missing boy. He turned to study McGregor.

The sheriff said, “You see the description fits, don’t you, Irv?”

“Yes, but you’re not certain it’s him,” Allen said. “You’re taking him to jail only on suspicion.”

The sheriff tried to smile. “That’s all they sent me on him, Irv. If the description fits, I got to take him in.” He turned to McGregor. “And the kid isn’t denying anything. You even saw him try to get away back there, when he saw me coming.”

Allen turned to the boy. “Mac,” he said, “did you do it? Are you the one they want?” He couldn’t get McGregor to raise his eyes from the ground. “You can tell me, Mac,” he went on softly. “I’ll help you all I can, if you did do it. We’ll fight it. Remember, Mac, if it’s you they want, you were only the lookout for those men, grown men. You’re nothing but a kid. They could have forced you to go with them.”

They waited for him to lift his gaze, to say something. But he did neither. He couldn’t. What good would it do to tell them he didn’t know? It wouldn’t help. And he did remember certain gruesome details … the great swelling on the crown of his head, the terrible pain that had stayed with him for days afterward, the raw and bleeding hands, the dark-stained money he had found in his pocket. Yet Allen was trying to convince him that he might not have had anything to do with fatally injuring the cashier. Where, then, could he have received his own injuries except in a fight?

The wafting call of a bugle rose above the distant wave of voices. When it ended, and its lingering note had died down, there came a great roar of acclamation. Even McGregor raised his head and turned his eyes in the direction of the horse moving before the stands. Night Wind had answered the call to the post.

Allen’s face was white. Finally he said, “Hank, you’d better tell them the race is off.”

Larom didn’t leave. Instead he turned to the sheriff as the roar of the crowd rang in their ears. The sheriff dropped his gaze and said, “We’d better get going, kid. Don’t give me any trouble now.”

Larom said quietly, “It doesn’t take very long for a horse to run a mile, Tom.”

The sheriff knew what Larom was asking, and he shook his head. Allen knew, too, but he only said, “I’ll go along with you, Mac. Hank can stay here.”

“I’m sorry, Irv,” the sheriff said. “I know what this race meant to you.”

“It’s harder to lose before a race than after,” Allen said. His voice shook, and he knew he fooled no one. “The kid’s in a jam. I want to help him, if I can. There’ll be other races.”

“But no other horses for you like Hot Feet,” the sheriff reminded him.

Swift, disturbed anger came to Allen’s face. “Quit it, Tom,” he said bitterly. “You got what you came for, so let’s go.”

The sheriff still didn’t move. Suddenly Cruikshank said, “Ain’t goin’ to stay here for the whole day, are we, sheriff? Take’m, an’ pen him up like ya’ done t’me.”

They all turned to him, and Larom said, “You timed it good, Cruikshank. You couldn’t have timed it better.”

“Don’t know what ya’ mean, Hank. I seen my duty an’ I done it.” Cruikshank’s pitted black eyes were bright and shifting. “Let’s get him in, sheriff.”

The sheriff shifted his weight against Cruikshank’s prodding shoulder. “We’ll go when I say to go, and not before,” he said.

The sound of the bugle came again. The crowd was no longer shouting, only impatient for the race to begin. The stands shook to the rhythmical stomping of feet.

Allen said, “Hank, I told you to go and tell them it’s off.”

But Larom didn’t leave. Again he caught and held the sheriff’s uneasy, undecided eyes. “Tom,” he said with quiet assurance, “like I just told you, it would be only a few minutes from the time he leaves here and the time he gets back. It would mean a lot to us, and somethin’ to the kid, too. He’s worked hard on this horse.”

“No y’don’t!” Cruikshank screamed, and his long fingers tore at McGregor’s arm in an attempt to pull him away from the sheriff. “Y’git him in now jus’ like you done t’me.”

McGregor felt the sheriff’s hand again, grabbing and holding him steady against Cruikshank’s crazed attempts to yank him away.

“Take your hands off him,” the sheriff said in a cutting voice. Cruikshank’s black eyes shifted from the sheriff to the boy, and then back again. Finally he took his hands away.

The sheriff said, “That’s better. Now, Hank, you go and tell them that your horse will be coming down in a minute. Irv, I’m letting McGregor ride, but holding you responsible for him until the race is over.”

They pushed McGregor toward the van, and opened the door. He saw his horse, and only then did he realize it wasn’t the end at all. With the great stallion he could get away.

They put the ramp down, and Allen said softly, “Get the horse, Mac. After the race I’ll go with you. You needn’t be afraid. I’ll get the best lawyer. I’ll …”

But the boy didn’t listen. He went into the van, and put on the stallion’s bridle and saddle. Then he took him down the ramp. Only the sheriff and Allen were waiting for them … these two and the crowd beyond. Cruikshank had gone, beaten again and running … just as he, too, would be running within a few minutes. He felt sorry for Cruikshank. He knew what it was like to be beaten, to live with fear and to hide and run.

Allen boosted him up. “No time to put on silks,” he said. “It makes no difference, anyway.”

No, racing silks made no difference. McGregor picked up the reins, and felt the stallion surge at his touch. He held him still. The horse was alive with fire today and ready for the race of his life! But not with Night Wind. There wasn’t going to be any match race. Instead he and his stallion would be racing toward the deep canyon country, and once there he would stay forever. If it meant death for him, well, he preferred such a death to what the sheriff offered in its place. He didn’t plan to let his horse die with him. He’d turn him loose, make him go away, once they were in the great canyons. The stallion would find his way out.

“Ready, kid?” Allen was standing close, his hands hot and shaking on McGregor’s leg in the drawn-up stirrup.

The boy nodded, and took his eyes off Allen. He didn’t want to look at him, knowing what he was about to do to him. The sheriff was on the other side, and far enough away. Now, if Allen would just step back a few feet, he wouldn’t hurt him when he whirled the stallion. He didn’t want to hurt anyone. He just wanted to get away. Allen removed his hand from McGregor’s leg. Now, the boy thought, now!
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But Allen didn’t step away from the black stallion. Instead he reached for the bridle. He’d never before taken hold of the stallion, but in his great excitement he didn’t think of this now. For the moment he’d forgotten all caution. He was thinking only of the race to come, the race that a few minutes ago had been hopelessly lost to him. Now he was taking his entry to the post. The crowd was waiting for them. After the race he’d do all he could for McGregor. But he needn’t think of that now. He turned to the sheriff. “Tom,” he said, “you’ll find a racing whip in the tack trunk. Please get it for me.” He began walking.

The boy hardly breathed, his head reeled, when his horse stepped forward obediently beneath Allen’s hand. This wasn’t as he’d planned. The stallion was eager to go along with Allen. McGregor sat back in the saddle, his spine stiff. He could do nothing but await an opportunity to be free of Allen. He rose in his stirrups and leaned forward again, talking to the stallion, reminding him that he was there. But the small head never tossed or turned in understanding of his sounds and touches. There was no flicking back of pricked ears to listen to him. The stallion’s senses were keyed to what lay ahead.

Allen kept walking, taking them ever closer to the track. The boy saw the faces of the crowd beginning to turn in their direction, and he knew he had to get away at once, regardless of what happened to Allen. He drew back on the reins. Allen turned to him quickly, his gaze startled and searching. McGregor was ready to pull his horse around when the sheriff’s towering figure came up beside them. Again McGregor had to wait. He watched the sheriff pass the whip to Allen.

Suddenly the short leather whip was in his own hand, and Allen was leading the stallion again. McGregor didn’t remember relinquishing his tight hold of the reins. He was looking at the whip, his nails pressed deep into its leather. He was aware of nothing but the feel of it in his hand. He didn’t want the whip, yet he couldn’t drop it. He stared at it. Why did he know he should never touch the stallion with it? Why?

They were on the track. The stands were a sea of swarming, indistinct faces, strangely quiet while the stallion moved in front of them. Then came a mounting hum of excited voices until suddenly the air was shattered by a continuous roar.

Allen smiled, knowing the crowd was for him and his entry. Night Wind was a Texas Thoroughbred, an outsider, while he and his horse belonged.

The track announcer said over the public address system, “Coming on the track is Range Boss, owned by the Allen Ranch of Leesburg, Arizona.”

The boy felt his blood run hot while the shouts of the crowd rang in his ears. The stallion sidestepped across the track, pulling Allen into a run. McGregor heard himself say to Allen, “Better let go of him now. I’ll take him up.”

Allen turned the stallion loose, but he remained on the track, sharing his entry’s glory. His eyes stayed on the stallion, but his ears were tuned to the voices from the stands, taking in the great acclamation while the black horse moved past. Allen loved every moment of it. Last year it had been this way with Hot Feet. But that had been after the race, he reminded himself, when Hot Feet had won the three-year-old crown. This was much too early to feel as he did. His face sobered, and he hurried to catch up to the black stallion.

Going past the stands, the boy held a tight rein. He tried to close his ears to the familiar, clamoring cries. He wanted to listen only to the lone beat of hoofs that told him he was free of Allen. Nothing could keep him from leaving now. All he had to do was to take the stallion to the far side of the track and go over the low fence. He’d be on his way before the sheriff or Allen realized what he was doing.

Go now, he told himself savagely. What are you waiting for?

The whip was clenched in his hand. He felt his flesh crawl at the touch of it. How long had he been staring at the whip? He turned his eyes away. The stallion snorted and moved faster, hating the tight rein that held him to a slow walk. McGregor rose higher in his stirrups, looking over the small head. He saw the starting gate, stretched halfway across the track. The wire-mesh doors in front were closed. To the right of the gate was a high platform, and standing there was the official starter.

“Hurry that horse!” The starter tried to keep the impatience out of his voice.

All this was so familiar, to McGregor and to the stallion. Couldn’t Allen and all the others see that this was no outlaw horse he rode, that he and the stallion had gone to the post before? Even so, what did it matter now?

He’d had no intention of going so far, but now he found himself taking his horse around the gate. He felt the mounting tension within him. The stallion shook his head savagely, trying to get more rein. McGregor kept him near the rail and away from the horse who stood just in back of the gate. He turned the stallion’s head toward the far turn, yet his own eyes remained on the dark brown horse with white markings on face and legs. He had seen Night Wind before. He was certain of this, too.

He let the stallion lengthen out going away from the gate. He felt reassured of his means of escape in those swift, easy strides. Finally he rose high in his stirrups, and brought the stallion down to a prancing walk. Then he turned him around. He was going back to the gate, even going inside to come out on the break. All the way down the track, he asked himself, Why? His only answer was that it didn’t matter how they reached the backstretch, just as long as they got there. One way around the oval was as good as another. Yet he knew he was lying, that something over which he had no control was taking him and his horse to the starting gate.

The stallion’s eyes were on Night Wind. He screamed once and his loud challenge silenced the stands. For a moment every gaze was on him. He came close to the gate, his great black body glistening in the sun, and there was a savage wildness to his action.

One of the starter’s assistants walked toward him, and the man’s movement broke the stillness of the stands. There came the drone of excited whisperings, for the spectators had caught a glimpse of what they had been told to expect, yet hadn’t believed. The Allen Ranch was racing a stallion that had run wild only two weeks ago!

McGregor watched the assistant starter come toward them. He saw the fright in the man’s eyes when he reached for the bridle. The stallion reared.

“Get back,” McGregor said, bringing his horse down. “I’ll take him in alone.”

As he moved away, the man said, “Hurry him up, then. You got a whip. Use it on him, if you have to!”

Use it on him, if you have to!

The words seemed to tear McGregor’s ears apart. He raised the whip before his eyes, staring at it for many seconds. He felt the tears come suddenly, burning his eyelids. Why was he crying? The tears came faster, blinding him. He brushed his hand over them, angrily sweeping them away. He looked toward the stands, searching for the person who had called those very same words to him an eternity ago. The sea of faces swarmed before him. He looked harder, finding Allen, and Larom, and the sheriff on the rail … the only faces he knew. He saw a figure suddenly appear behind them, and for a flickering second hope rose within him. Then he recognized Gordon, and turned his attention back to the gate.

At his command, the stallion moved quickly into his starting stall, and the gate closed behind them. There was only one way out now. When the door in front opened there’d be no turning back, ever.

He didn’t look at the horse and rider in the next stall. His eyes were focused straight ahead and he was looking through the wire mesh at the track that lay before him, so golden in the sun. Suddenly he gasped. And as the air rushed out of his lungs, he knew that here was the true road back that had evaded him for so long, the road that would have told him everything he wanted to know, if he’d found it yesterday or any of the long days before it. Now it wasn’t important. Now it was just a means of escape!

The track announcer said, “The horses are at the post.” The spectators were quiet, awaiting the start. Their eyes were on the front door of the gate. They didn’t want to miss a thing. They knew that a world of horsepower was ready to explode in a single race. This was to be no usual sprint of three hundred or four hundred yards, but a long mile, twice around the track. This was to be a very special race, and they awaited it in hushed silence.

At the rail near the starting gate, Ralph Herbert removed his horn-rimmed glasses, and quickly wiped the sweat from his eyes. “I don’t like this,” he told his trainer, a man with a frame as solid and big as his own. “Allen has put something over on us. That black horse isn’t fresh off the range. Did you see how he walked into his stall?”

“Yeah, I saw.” The trainer worked his jutting square jaw. “But he’s wild enough to fight at the drop of a rein. If anything should happen to Night Wind …”

“Nothing will happen to him,” Herbert said. “But that kid sure can handle that black horse. Look how he’s quieting him down, after all his twisting.”

“Who is the kid, anyway?”

“Allen said his name’s McGregor. Works at the ranch.”

“He looks familiar to me,” the trainer said, “as I mentioned before.”

“Yeah, I know. I’d like to see him without that hat. He’s got it pulled far enough down to pretty near cover his eyes.”

“And that horse is like something we’ve seen before, too. He’s no mustang, that’s for sure. He’s bigger than Night Wind and hot-blooded, Ralph.”

Herbert said, “I know it. I’m worried. Allen’s sprung a racehorse on us.”

“Maybe so. But there’s no doubt that horse has run wild, and done a lot of fighting, Ralph. He’s been cut up plenty. Look at his scars.”

“I’m still worried.”

The trainer smiled. “What for, Ralph? So he’s a racehorse, and that’s why Allen agreed so readily to the mile distance. You think anything here is going to beat Night Wind? Our horse is better than he was last year. You know that as well as I do. If you’re going to worry, save it for Santa Anita, when we’ll be up against the best again. Even then I won’t be worrying, not if Night Wind keeps running the way he’s been going.”

Herbert nodded. “I suppose you’re right. But just the same I’m glad I have Eddie Malone up on him. I’ve got ten of my best quarter mares at stake in this race.”

“I know that, all right,” his trainer answered. “Just don’t worry, Ralph.”

A short distance down the rail Allen felt a hand from behind grab his arm. He didn’t turn. He couldn’t take his eyes from the horses in the gate. Any second they’d be off. But Larom and the sheriff turned to the man behind, and Larom said, “Hello, Slim. I didn’t think anything would get you this far from Leesburg!”

Allen felt Gordon’s fingers digging deeper into his arm, and then Gordon said, “That kid is Alec Ramsay and the horse is the Black. Alec Ramsay and the Black! Did you hear what I said, Allen?” His voice was shrill.

Without turning to him, Allen asked, “You mean McGregor?”

“McGregor, nothing. That’s not his name. It’s Alec Ramsay!”

Allen shrugged his shoulders. The kid had the stallion quiet. The break was coming. “What’s the difference what his name is, Slim? He’s wanted by the police in Salt Lake City. Tom’s here to pick him up.”

“You’re all crazy!” Gordon shouted. “He hasn’t done anything! He’s Alec Ramsay and the horse is the Black. They’re famous, I tell you! Their plane crashed in Wyoming and …” The roar of the crowd droned out his words.

“THEY’RE OFF!”

With the opening of the doors, the stallion broke from the boy’s restraining hands, and came out of the gate in front of Night Wind. McGregor caught a glimpse of the white blaze at his horse’s flanks, and then it fell behind quickly as the black stallion’s strides steadied and began to lengthen. He drew back on the reins. He called to his horse. He didn’t want him running all out. Their race wasn’t here, but across the plain! The stretch was short. They’d be at the first turn before he’d be able to pull down the stallion.

Allen’s eyes were moist as he pounded Larom on the back. “He’ll hold that lead! He’s got the race, Hank!” His foreman nodded his head vigorously in complete agreement.

Among the thousands who watched, only Herbert and his trainer were silent. They were unimpressed by flying starts from the gate. They knew their champion was built to go a distance, and that his speed would mount steadily until he’d run over anything before him. This was a mile race, and what happened in the first few hundred yards was for fanciers of the quarter horse, and not the Thoroughbred. Herbert’s clenched hand began pounding the rail, for even now with the horses approaching the first turn Night Wind was gaining!

McGregor slowed the stallion’s strides still more. He drew back on the reins, and kept talking to his horse. He heard the fading roar of the crowd as his mount swept into the turn. The stallion’s resentment at the tight rein was felt by McGregor in the terrible pull on his arms. The stallion wanted to run, and was telling him so forcefully.

“Soon,” he called, “but not now!”

He saw the straining, nut-brown body of Night Wind come up on the outside. His jockey was sitting still in the saddle, not asking Night Wind for more speed, but getting it. Their eyes met for a second. The black stallion lowered his head, pulled harder and picked up speed. The horses reached the middle of the turn, racing stride for stride, stirrup to stirrup.

The boy’s head throbbed. He knew Night Wind wasn’t going to be taken to the front because that horse couldn’t, wouldn’t run up there. Once in front Night Wind would relax and start looking around him, forgetting completely about the business at hand unless reminded by his rider.

How did he know this? Why was he so sure of it? Because he remembered seeing Night Wind do just that in the Belmont Stakes. Night Wind had gone into the lead at the half-mile pole. He had stopped then to glance at the far stands. He had been whipped by his jockey, and brought on again in the last quarter to win over Hyperion by a head!

McGregor’s teeth tore his lips. His memory was coming back! They were entering the backstretch. Here was where they would leave the track. Here was where his race would actually begin! He shortened the reins, and the stallion’s head came down again. He pulled harder, knowing he would have to fight the stallion to get him off the track.

He saw the look of surprise come to the other rider’s face as he succeeded in shortening the stallion’s strides, and Night Wind surged ahead. He saw the horse’s powerful quarters rise and fall in front of him. He was still watching when Night Wind suddenly relaxed and began to bounce along easily and without effort. Then Night Wind turned his head to the side, interested in the crowd across the infield. His jockey went for the whip, bringing it down solidly on Night Wind’s haunches. Once more the whip rose and fell before Night Wind’s attention returned to the track ahead, and his strides picked up again.

The boy tried to get the stallion away from the rail and off the track. His fury mounted when the stallion fought him, straining his arms until he could no longer stand the pull. He remembered the whip in his boot and reached for it. Just as he raised it, ready to bring it down, he remembered something else.

A man … a short, stocky man standing beside him in the night and wearing only pajamas, his face as white as his disheveled hair … a pitchfork in one hand, a whip in the other … a raging face and voice saying, “Take the whip. Use it on him if you have to!”

And his own reply in the night, “If I did, he’d kill me. The same as he would have killed you.”

The whip fell to the track as though he had held a hot coal. His hand seemed to burn, and he placed it on the wet neck before him. Then he leaned forward until his cheek, too, was pressed against his horse. He began talking, sobbing to him. Without realizing what he was doing, he let his hands come up, giving the stallion more rein. He never heard the increased pounding of the lightning hoofs nor was he aware that the backstretch rail was slipping by faster and faster. He was conscious only of the turbulent working of his mind.

The stallion’s body and strides were extended until he seemed barely to touch the track. He swept into the back turn, gaining rapidly on the running horse in front of him. Night Wind’s jockey glanced back and began using his whip again. But the black stallion’s rush was not to be denied. His head was parallel with Night Wind’s stirrups as the horses came off the turn and entered the stretch. The crowd was on its feet. Voices shattered the heavens. With still a lap to go, the two horses were racing as one!

Night Wind’s jockey rocked in his saddle, using his hands and feet. But he never touched his horse with the whip again, for no longer was it necessary. Night Wind was being challenged, and this was all the champion Thoroughbred needed to urge him on to greater speed.

Herbert’s fist banged the rail when the horses flashed by him. The kid riding the stallion was making no move. He was sitting absolutely still, almost lifeless, in the saddle, and yet his horse was matching Night Wind stride for stride.

Herbert’s trainer said, “Ralph, we got him, I tell you! No horse in the country could get past Night Wind now!”

But the trainer’s words provided no solace for Herbert. He had been tricked by Allen. This black horse had raced before. Where had he seen him? Night Wind should have been pulling away from him by now. But he wasn’t at all! He was only holding his own.

Not far down the rail, Gordon was screaming at the top of his voice, “Go, Alec! Go!” He pushed between Allen and the sheriff to watch the horses pound into the first turn again.

The sheriff shoved back, and said, “Take it easy, Slim. This is just a horse race.”

“Just a horse race, nothing!” Gordon shouted hysterically. “That’s Alec Ramsay riding the Black against the fastest Thoroughbred in the country! It’s the race of the year, and you don’t even realize it!”

Allen paid no attention to them. His glazed eyes were on the horses, but they were an indistinct blur to him. “Can anyone see what’s happening?” he asked. “Did he get past Night Wind yet?”

“No,” Larom answered. “Mac’s got a tight hold on him again. He took up rein just after they passed us. That black horse doesn’t like it any more than he did before. He’s fighting him.”

“Why doesn’t he let him go?” Allen shouted.

“He’s riding. You ask him,” Larom said.

McGregor shortened the reins still more, despite the stallion’s fury. He pulled him down until Night Wind surged a length ahead and then two lengths more as they came off the turn, entering the backstretch. The boy’s mind still erupted with fiery currents that afforded him no peace and produced nothing but a great, flowing mass of conflicting and incoherent elements. Yet sometime within the last few seconds had sprung once more the determination that their race was not to take place here on the track but across the plain. Instinctively he had drawn up on the stallion, trying to force him to respond to his will.

He got his horse away from the rail and to the center of the track, paying no attention to the scarlet-clad jockey on Night Wind, who was drawing farther and farther away from them. His eyes were only for the fighting black head that sought to break his tight hold. He got his horse over closer to the outer rail, working the bit against the corners of the stallion’s mouth. His horse fought him more furiously than ever before, and then suddenly bolted back to the center of the track. The boy lost his balance and was thrown forward, his hands grasping the stallion’s neck. He felt the great body extend itself again in a determined effort to catch Night Wind. He closed his eyes, sobbing. And then the words came tumbling, bubbling from his mouth, “Black … Black … Black …”

The reins dropped from his hand, his eyes opened, the words kept coming. “Black, I’m Alec Ramsay. I remember. My name is Alec Ramsay. It’s come. I know. I know!” Nothing could equal the joy that came to him then. He was free of the darkness. He could remember everything, including his fall from the plane into the treetops, his crashing and tearing through the branches. The details of what had happened after he’d regained consciousness were hazy. But he could remember the groping in the night, the bright headlights, a long ride that had never seemed to end and then, finally, the desert. Vague though those first hours were to him, he knew that they led directly to Gordon’s cottage in the pines, and that he had never been inside a diner, had never taken part in robbery and murder.

All this came to Alec Ramsay in flashing, successive pictures, and then he looked ahead. They were going into the last turn, with Night Wind’s lead already reduced to only two lengths! His jockey was swinging his whip back and forth, keeping Night Wind going now that he was running in front all by himself again.

Alec picked up the loose reins. “Go, Black. Go!” he called. Now he was one with his horse. He knew it, and so did the Black! The stallion responded to his call with a new and electrifying burst of speed that sent the earth flying from beneath his hoofs. Gone were the uncertainty and the conflicting wills that had kept them apart for most of the race. No longer did the stallion feel the hard, frenzied pull on his mouth that he had never known before this day. Now he heard the familiar ring of a name that made everything all right again.

“Go, Black. Go!”

Every muscle of the great stallion was strained to its utmost. He came off the turn, drawing alongside the dark-brown champion in great, sweeping strides.

The roar of the crowd split Alec’s ears, and now it was no different for him here at Preston than it had been at Belmont Park or Churchill Downs. They were in the stretch drive. He strained with his horse, lifting and urging. He hardly breathed. His hat flew off. Night Wind’s jockey was riding as if his very life depended upon it. For a few seconds the brown horse matched strides with the Black, and then Night Wind began to fall rapidly behind. His rider turned to Alec, and sudden recognition came to his eyes when he saw the boy without his hat.

Alec let out a yell. There was nothing more to this race! He remembered all the classic victories he had seen Night Wind win last year, and yet the Black, who hadn’t raced in years, was running him into the ground! The stallion’s strides became ever greater as he swept gloriously down the homestretch. His hoofs pounded with a thunderous rhythm that silenced the voices in the stands. He was a black flame. He was not a horse but a phantom, a flying black shadow in the eyes of the spectators. And they watched him finish the race in quiet homage.

The stands didn’t come to life until long after he had left the homestretch. Even then there was no thunderous ovation, only the cries of people asking if what they had witnessed had been seen by others. There were just nods in reply, and none of the spectators took their eyes off the other side of the track where the giant black horse had been brought to a stop. Finally he was turned around and brought back toward them.
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Ralph Herbert moved dazedly among the people standing at the rail until he had reached Allen. His face was white, and for a moment he had to struggle to make the words come. He knew. He had known all during that last drive, when he had seen the black stallion running so low and pointed, so magnificent in the strides that had taken him far ahead of Night Wind. In flashing seconds, he had remembered another time in Chicago, when he had seen the Black race. And as they came down the stretch, he had identified the Black’s rider.

Finally he was able to get the words out. “Allen, that was Alec Ramsay and the Black!”

Allen was thinking of the ten mares he would get from High Crest Ranch, and what he would do with them. “I don’t care what names you and Slim Gordon give those two,” he said. “They’re Range Boss and McGregor to me.” He paused, studying Herbert’s shocked face. “We won, Ralph. You’re not trying to get out of your end of the purse, are you?”

“But the Black! He and Alec Ramsay are supposed to be …”

“I tell you that horse is what I said he was,” Allen interrupted angrily. He was beginning to get worried. “Ask Hank. Ask anyone who was with us. We caught him on the upper range. Right, Hank?”

“Right, boss.” Larom turned to Herbert. “We still got his band of mares back at the ranch. And if you need more convincing, take a look at those scars on him when he comes up. He didn’t get those in any corral.”

“But … but I … I’m certain,” Herbert stammered.

“I’m certain, too, Ralph.”

The sheriff said, “Let’s go, Irv. I’ve got to take him in now.”

Gordon reached for Allen when the rancher bent to get beneath the rail. “Herbert’s right. You’ve no idea what you’re in for.”

Allen came up on the track side. “Sure I do, Slim. Mac’s being booked by the sheriff on suspicion of robbery, and I’m on my way to help him.” He followed the sheriff down the track.

Herbert asked incredulously, “Do they think they’re taking him to jail?”

Gordon nodded.

“Don’t they know what’s been going on? Haven’t they heard of the Black and Alec Ramsay?”

“There’s your answer,” Gordon said, nodding toward the three men walking down the track. “They don’t have much use for news outside of what goes on in Leesburg.”

“They’ll learn soon enough.”

“Just as soon as I can get to a phone,” Gordon said. He moved quickly through the crowd.

Alec rode the Black into the stretch, hardly conscious of the wild uproar from the stands. He kept repeating his name, just to hear it again. He wanted to get to a telephone right away. He wanted to call home. More than two months had passed since the accident. What did his parents and Henry think had happened to him? What had happened to the plane? To the pilot and the co-pilot? The plane must have crashed. How else would the Black have gotten free? He rubbed his horse’s neck. And what was the Black doing here, so many hundreds of miles from Wyoming? Was it a fantastic coincidence that they were together? Or had the stallion’s wild, uncanny instinct brought him here? Alec knew all his questions except the last would be answered as soon as he could get to a phone.

Allen approached him. “Mac, what a race!”

Alec tried to keep his voice steady. “Boss,” he said, “my name isn’t McGregor. It’s Ramsay, Alec Ramsay.”

Allen turned to the sheriff, and then back to the boy again. “I know,” he said kindly. “We’ve heard that.”

No longer did Alec make any attempt to conceal his excitement. “Who could have told you, boss? I didn’t know myself until a couple of minutes ago.”

Allen was puzzled. “Y’mean you didn’t know your own name?”

“I’d been hurt. I lost my memory. I haven’t been able to remember a thing about myself—who I was, why I was here, anything at all.”

“Oh,” Allen said, and then he smiled as he turned to the sheriff. “Tom, you heard what he said. He’s been sick a long time, mentally sick. He didn’t know what he was doing. A good lawyer ought to make a real good case out of something like that, shouldn’t he?”

“I sure would think so, Irv. If he had amnesia like he says, he couldn’t be held responsible for his actions. Providing, of course,” he added hastily, “he was in that mental state at the time of the robbery.”

Alec’s face had frozen. He looked at the sheriff, remembering suddenly why he was there. “But I didn’t …” He stopped, knowing that whatever he said now wouldn’t convince them that he’d had no part in the Salt Lake City robbery. Besides, it didn’t matter. All this could be straightened out later. “Can I use the phone when we get to wherever it is you’re taking me?” he asked.

“Of course you can,” the sheriff said. “As Irv says, we’re going to do all we can to help you, Mac.”

Alec rode the Black toward the track gate. A bugle sounded, calling the horses in the next race to the post. The Black tossed his head, and sidestepped with marvelous ease and swiftness. He seemed eager to race again.

Allen said, “We’ll put Range Boss in the van, and leave Hank here to watch him, Mac. You and I will go into town with Tom. Don’t you worry none. Everything’s goin’ to turn out all right.”

Alec nodded. To Allen he always would be McGregor and the Black would be Range Boss. It would have been funny under any other circumstances.

An hour later Alec Ramsay sat in the Preston courthouse. His fingerprints had been taken and sent to the Salt Lake City police. He had been booked on suspicion of robbery and murder. Finally he was given permission by the Preston police captain to use the telephone.

His voice trembled while he placed the long-distance call. Now the phone was ringing at home. His heart pumped harder.

“Hello.” His mother had answered.

“Mom. Mom! It’s me!” There was silence at the other end. “Mom, can you hear me? It’s Alec!” Now came only terrible, racking sobs from his mother, and he suddenly realized the shock his call must be to her. “Mom. Mom. Don’t try to talk. Just listen. I’m alive, and in Preston, Arizona. Preston, Arizona. Can you hear me, Mom?”

The wire at the other end was dead … no more sobs, nothing at all. Then, suddenly, a man’s voice came on. “Hello … hello.”

“Jinx! Jinx, is that you?” Alec thought it might be the hired man who took care of the farm’s broodmares.

“Yes, this is Jinx. Is this really you, Alec?”

“Jinx, listen to me. I’m alive and in Preston, Arizona. Did you get that, Jinx?”

The voice at the other end descended to barely more than a whisper. “Yes, I heard you, Alec. I’ll tell Henry and your father at once. They’re in town. I was just passing by the house when your mother …” Jinx’s voice trailed off.

“Ask Henry to come out here,” Alec said. “He’ll take this better than Dad.”

“Yes, Alec.”

When Alec hung up the phone, the door opened and two men rushed into the room. One said, “We’re from the Journal. We had a call from the track from someone named Gordon who said this kid is Alec Ramsay!”

Allen and the Leesburg sheriff nodded their heads. “That might be his name, all right,” Allen said. “At least he said so before. But what difference …”

The Preston police captain turned quickly to Allen and the Leesburg sheriff. “But you booked him as McGregor! If he should be Alec Ramsay …” He swept a startled look at the boy. “Is that your name?”

“Yes, that’s my name. I’ve had amnesia.”

For a moment the police captain just stared at Alec, and then his face turned red in anger. His eyes raked Allen. “Why didn’t you tell me that when you brought him in here!”

Allen said sheepishly, “It’s hard for me to think of him as anyone but McGregor.”

“And the name Alec Ramsay meant nothing to you when he told you who he was?”

“No,” Allen said. “Should it have?” He glanced worriedly toward the newspaper men, who were already taking pictures and making notes.

The police captain turned to the Leesburg sheriff. “And you, Tom? It meant nothing to you?”

“Now that you mention it, I think I might have heard something a couple of months ago about an Alec Ramsay …”

The police captain threw up his hands in disgust. “He’s only been the subject of one of the biggest searches ever conducted in Wyoming,” he shouted furiously.

One of the reporters spoke to Alec. “That horse you rode today. Was he really the Black, as we’ve been told by this man Gordon?”

“Yes,” Alec said. “Somehow he got here, too. I didn’t know it was he until the race, when my memory came back.”

“You mean,” the reporter said, “that you didn’t know who you were or what horse you were riding until the actual running of the race?”

Alec nodded. “Not until almost the end of it,” he said.

The reporter grabbed the phone. “I got to get this to my editor,” he told the police captain. “This news is going to ‘make’ Preston like nothing ever did before. Once it goes out on the wires, we’ll have a representative from every big paper in the country coming here!”

The police captain nodded. He turned to Allen and the Leesburg sheriff. “And you two never even heard of Alec Ramsay and the Black,” he said, shaking his head. Finally he turned to Alec. “I guess you’d better stay here for the night. We can make you comfortable and afford you some protection from all the newsmen who’ll be arriving before long. And, since we’ve already sent out your fingerprints to the Salt Lake City police, we’d better wait for an answer from them. That’ll clear that incident up, and satisfy him.” He nodded his head toward the Leesburg sheriff.

Alec turned to Allen. “You didn’t know, boss,” he said. “Believe me, I sure appreciate all you did for me. There are a lot of others who wouldn’t have known, either. It isn’t as bad as you’re being led to believe.” He paused, waiting for Allen to lift his gaze. “I wish you’d do me a favor. Go to the track and have Hank take the Black—or Range Boss, if you want to call him that—back to the ranch. It’ll be better if he’s kept away from all this.”

“Sure, Mac. I’ll do it right now.” Allen hurried to the door, glad of an opportunity to escape the scathing remarks of the police captain.

The reporter had finished the telephone call to his editor, and was now bombarding Alec with questions. The boy answered quickly. He realized this was just the beginning, and that his call home hadn’t been necessary at all in order for his parents and Henry to learn of his whereabouts. Within a few short hours the news of his being in Preston would be in every newspaper in the country. He hoped Henry would get here soon.

By late afternoon, newspaper correspondents from nearby cities had arrived. And by evening the number had grown considerably. They descended upon Preston’s small courthouse, jamming the room. Alec sat in a chair answering all questions put to him, cooperating in every way he could by telling the reporters the complete story. The newsmen listened attentively to him, to Allen, to anyone who would give them something they could telephone to their papers. They learned of the match race, and soon the story of Night Wind’s crushing defeat by the Black was released to the world.

All that night, the reporters and photographers stayed in Preston, knowing that before many hours Henry Dailey would arrive by plane. Alec slept on a cot, waiting, too, for Henry’s arrival.

By morning, word was received from Salt Lake City that Alec Ramsay’s fingerprints were not those of the boy wanted by the police there. This information the police captain turned over to the Leesburg sheriff. “They must think we’re fools down here,” he said gruffly.

A plane from the East was due in Preston at seven o’clock, and the reporters, having learned that Henry was on it, went to the airport. A short while later they returned, and Henry strode belligerently into the courtroom. Yet when Alec ran to meet him, Henry’s stocky body slumped, and he wept unashamedly with his arms around the boy.

Finally he said, “Y-you’re all right, Alec?”

“Sure, Henry. Mom and Dad? Are they …”

“They’re okay now … they’re waiting. You’re certain you’re all right? The reporters in New York said …”

“I’ve had amnesia, but I’m fine now. I’ve felt pretty good all along, except that I couldn’t remember anything.”

“Have you seen a doctor?”

“No, it’s not necessary. I’m all right, I tell you.”

“You’re going to see one. Here and in New York, too.”

The photographers were taking pictures of them, and the reporters pushed close. Henry answered their questions for a while, and then decided he’d had enough. “That’s all,” he said. “We’re going now, and we don’t want anyone following. Alec needs a rest, and you’ve got everything there is for your stories.”

Outside, Henry had a taxi waiting. Alec glanced back and saw Allen standing silently among all the newsmen, “Come on, boss,” he called to him.

When they were in the taxi he said, “This is Mr. Allen, Henry. I’ve been working for him. He raises quarter racehorses.”

Henry turned quickly to Allen. “You call yourself a horseman an’ you didn’t even recognize him all this time,” he said angrily.

Allen’s slight figure slumped in the corner of the seat. “I—I only follow q-quarter-horse racing,” he said.

Alec said, “Please, Henry. You’re expecting too much from him. Of course he wouldn’t know. He didn’t have any way of knowing.” Alec paused. “And without him, the Black and I might not have gotten together. I owe him an awful lot, Henry.”

The trainer said softly, “I know, Alec. I’m sorry, Allen, and I apologize. It’s just that it’s been so long … and we’d given up all hope.” He turned to look out the window of the moving taxi before adding, “And now I want to have a doctor see you, Alec. Maybe you know a good one here in town, Allen.”

“Yes, I do,” the rancher said, eager to be of help.

“After that,” Henry added, “we’ll go to Leesburg. I want to see the Black, and then we’ll have to make arrangements to take him back with us.”

“I wish you’d spend a few days as my guest,” Allen said quickly.

“Thanks, but I know Alec is eager to get home, and his folks are just as eager to see him.”

Alec thought of his mother and father waiting, and his eyes blurred. I can phone them when we get to the ranch, he thought. This time it’ll be all right, I know.

Henry said, “We’ll take the Black home by train.”

“We sure will,” Alec said. “No planes for us, not for a while, anyway.”

Toward evening of the same day, they arrived at the ranch. Alec and Henry went directly to the big corral. The Black saw them coming and, snorting, moved over to the bars. Alec put his hand on him. He noticed that the stallion’s eyes were on Henry, never leaving him for a moment.

“I’m getting old,” Henry said. “I don’t trust my sight anymore.”

“It’s the Black, all right, Henry,” Alec said. He couldn’t smile, couldn’t make light of Henry’s finding it so difficult to believe they were all together again.

“He’s been cut up pretty bad.”

“Yes, some scars, but he’s fit, Henry.”

“I know,” the trainer agreed. “He never looked better. His good physical condition carried him through these last two months, the same as the doctor said about you. I guess you were both ready for the punishment you had to take.”

Alec said nothing. The Black turned away from Henry to nuzzle the boy’s hand. Alec stroked him for a few minutes, and then said, “He got more freedom than either of us bargained for, all right.”

“Yeah, a lot more. Alec …”

“Yes, Henry?”

“It must have been a race to see, his whipping Night Wind like they say he did.”

“It was a race to ride, I know that,” Alec answered.

“He didn’t have any trouble at all with Night Wind?”

“No, not once I stopped fighting him and gave him his head.”

“He didn’t make any attempt to attack Night Wind during the race?”

“No, Henry, not at all. Perhaps he got all the fighting out of his system while he was running wild. I don’t know.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Henry agreed. He watched the Black move away from Alec to go to the other side of the corral; there the stallion neighed to the group of mares in the adjacent corral. “Are those mares from his band?”

“Yes.”

Henry said, “I suppose he’ll miss ’em but we got plenty of mares back at the farm to interest him.”

“Then you think it’s absolutely safe to take him back home?”

“Sure. Don’t you?” Henry asked.

“Yes, I guess so. It hasn’t been the kind of a vacation we had planned for him, but he probably had a far better time of it.”

“Yes, since he was lucky enough to stay alive,” Henry returned quietly. He was thinking that it wasn’t the vacation they had planned for Alec, either, but said nothing more.

Hank Larom came out of the ranch house, and joined them beside the fence. Alec introduced them, and then Larom said, “Allen tells me you’ll be leaving soon. I wish you could stay, Alec.”

Henry put his arm around Alec. “We got his mother and father waiting for him, Hank,” he said, “… and lots of other people.”

Larom nodded. “I’ll bet they’re all anxious to see the Black again, too.” He didn’t take his eyes off the stallion. “There’ll never be another horse like him out here.”

“There just might be,” Alec said quietly.

Larom turned, smiling. “You goin’ to bring him back some day, Alec?”

“I don’t know about that, Hank. But didn’t I hear Allen tell you, just before we left for Preston, that those mares from the Black’s band were yours for the asking?”

“Yeah, he said that. I’ll probably take them and sell ’em.”

“I’d take them and keep them, if I were you, Hank,” Alec said. “Chances are that some of them are in foal, and he’s a pretty good sire.”

For a moment Larom was silent. Finally he said, “I never gave that a thought, Alec. You sure could be right.” He flicked a glance at the ranch house. “When I left Allen a few minutes ago, he’d succeeded in getting hold of Herbert over at Preston. He wanted to make certain Herbert wasn’t going to get out of giving him those quarter mares. Maybe this is a good time to remind Allen of the offer he made me.”

After Larom had left them, Alec called the Black, and the stallion came quickly to him.

Henry said, “From what you’ve told me, Alec, I guess we could even race him on the big tracks without his gettin’ into trouble. That is,” he added hastily, “if you wanted to race him.” Henry looked hopefully at Alec.

“There’ll be time enough later to talk about that,” Alec said.

Larom and Allen came out of the ranch house. When they neared the corral, Larom winked at Alec, and the boy knew that Hank had been successful in getting the Black’s mares and the foals to come.

Allen was grinning. “Just got through talking to Ralph Herbert on the phone,” he said. “He’s burned up because Range Boss won, but he’s going to ship me his quarter mares by the first of next week. I’m all set now. By next year I’ll have the best foals in the state.”

“I’m not so sure of that,” Hank Larom said, but only Alec heard him.

“Oh, Mac,” Allen went on, “that reminds me. The phone was ringing when I got back. It was Slim Gordon in Leesburg. He wanted me to tell you that he’ll be reading some magazine called Thoroughbred Record regularly from now on, so he’ll be keeping posted on how you and Range Boss are doing at the races back east.”

Alec smiled. “Thanks, boss.” He rubbed the Black’s neck. Maybe Slim Gordon would be reading about them. Maybe they’d be racing again. Maybe so.
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The man was almost invisible against the backdrop of the dark velvet curtain. His tall figure was clothed completely in black and his hair and skin were black as well. He raised a large and corded hand, one capable of great strength, to touch the silver-gray body of the mare beside him. His hand was so light upon her that he might have been touching a ghost.

She responded to his touch by a slight fluttering of her ears. It was enough for him to know that she was expectant and ready to enter the ring. He parted the stage curtain a bit in order to see the spacious hall and audience on the other side.

It was his first visit to Stockholm, Sweden, and he was impressed. The hall was more like a theater than quarters for a circus. Festively illuminated, it was a pleasing sight on that bitter-cold winter night. Red plush seats in ringside boxes and rear and side balconies rose to what seemed an incredible height. Every place was taken and all eyes were on the single ring where Davisio Castini and his bareback riding troupe were bringing their act to its finale.

The orchestra played a stirring march while the heavy horses thumped about the ring. The type did not appeal to him but he knew they had a place in the circus. He cared less for the feathered head plumes and jewel-studded breast collars they wore.

He touched his mare again and her ears pricked forward, awaiting his spoken command. There never would be any glittering ornaments on her, he promised himself. No plumes. No jewel-studded bridles. No colorful ribbons woven into her mane or tail. Nothing, not even a halter. By her movements alone she would overwhelm the audience.

He pressed closer against the curtain to avoid being seen. No emotion showed on his face; never had he allowed it to betray his feelings, in or out of the ring. Cold and masklike, and with deep-set unblinking black eyes, it resembled a piece of classic sculpture. Always he had sensed people’s fear of him and, while he found it amusing, never attempted to change it.

The bareback act came to an end and there was a fanfare of drums from the orchestra, followed by a polite wave of applause from the large crowd. He listened and decided that, despite the air of festivity, the audience was as cold as the night outside.

Nervously, now that it was almost time for his mare to enter the ring, he removed a small gold figurine from his pocket and rubbed it gently. The growing warmth of the statuette in his large black hands gave him courage and confidence. He believed strongly in the powers of the small figurine, for his Haitian blood and heritage had made him more superstitious than most men.

The ringmaster, wearing frock coat and top hat, signaled him to be ready. “Bientôt, ma cherie,” he said quietly to his mare.

The fanfare of the trumpets cut the air once more. Then the shrill notes ended and the voice of the ringmaster rang through the spacious hall, as clear and commanding as the silver trumpets had been.

“Ladies and gentlemen and children,” the ringmaster announced in Swedish, “the Circus Heyer takes great pleasure in presenting The Ghost.…”

As the horseman listened to the introduction, he thought of the great number of languages in which he had heard it given. For more than ten years he had traveled with different circuses throughout Europe, as far east as Siberia as well as to all the British Isles.

He knew little Swedish, but it made no difference, since the introduction was always the same. Like the music which would follow, he had composed it himself, so he and his mare always felt at home in whatever country they played.

There was a long pause as the lights in the great hall dimmed until the audience sat in almost complete darkness. This, too, he insisted upon wherever he played—ten seconds, at the very minimum, to silence the spectators and prepare them for the ethereal beauty of what was to come.

He slipped the thin leather halter off the mare’s head, acutely aware of her readiness to obey every cue. He had no doubt that she looked forward to the gala stage on the other side of the curtain and the elegant audience that would be watching her.

The ringmaster had moved to the orchestra pit, leaving the ring in total darkness. “The Ghost,” his introduction continued, “a god-horse, one no longer earthbound but of dancing fire, a winged Pegasus …”

The man holding the mare would have preferred it if the introduction had ended there. He wanted nothing more except complete silence and the darkness, followed by the first haunting notes of the music. However, the owner of the Circus Heyer, like most of the others he had worked for, insisted that his name be mentioned, since it was familiar to circus audiences throughout the world. He had given up arguing that it was only the mare’s performance that mattered.

“… A supreme exhibition of horse training directed by the world’s first horseman in the art of dressage and haute école, Captain Philippe de Pluminel, formerly with the Cadre Noir of the French Cavalry School!”

“Entrez,” the captain whispered softly to the mare. She went forward while he remained behind the curtain, his face showing no trace of nervousness or even excitement. He was a man in full command of himself and the horse in the ring.

Into the complete darkness and the silence came the first sounds of the music. It was faint, almost impossible to hear, and then it swelled, flowing throughout the hall. The captain could sense the rise in tension as the people waited for something to happen. They were under the spell of darkness and expectation.

He knew that few among them realized that his music had been composed to create just that feeling—that anything might happen. It faded away again to the faintest of sounds and, finally, stopped as abruptly as it had begun.

The captain smiled in the darkness. The audience was still silent, but he knew that they were growing apprehensive. They must be straining their eyes and ears for the faintest sound or movement from the ring.

Once again the music came, this time with a dreamlike slowness, as if carried on a summer wind, and barely audible. It echoed through the hall, percussive but muted with a thin, haunting piping sound. Then the rhythm became brisk, followed by a long flute passage, a new movement, as gentle as rain, the soft sounds stealing through the hall, mysterious, remote and ever-haunting.

Suddenly the spotlight came on to bathe the mare standing quietly, peacefully, in the center of the ring. Her head was lowered, as if she were grazing in pasture rather than standing in the tanbark of a circus ring. She would remain that way until her next musical cue—a shrill piping note, constantly repeated.

The captain’s eyes never left her silver-gray body. A moment went by while the mare remained ghostly still, as if under the deep spell of the music. The sounds carried far, the notes seeming to stretch out infinitely. It was weird, uncanny music, to him who had created it as well as to the audience. He listened to the receding echoes and could almost hear the cries of distant birds. It was ominous music and yet with it came a sort of joy, an excitement, an intoxicating sense of danger.

He heard the first of the piping notes faintly in the background. It was the signal for his mare to begin. He watched her lift her small head and gaze into the darkness outside the ring. She seemed startled. Her tension mounted as the notes were repeated and became louder.

She turned her head as if she didn’t know where the sounds were coming from, or why. She began trotting around the ring, slowly at first, but as the notes quickened so did her flying feet. The notes became a horrible whistling. She slowed abruptly, as if realizing there was no running away from the crackling noise. The notes became slow with her strides, even sly, with long pauses in between.

She continued trotting around the ring but now her strides kept time with the notes. She paused with each syncopated step, dancing as she moved in measured, cadenced strides, the embodiment of supreme grace and beauty.

The captain missed nothing as he watched her floating about the ring with no movement of ears or nostrils. Like a ghost, he thought, her namesake—but a ghost only in her lightness of foot. She was very much alive, his mare. Everything in her was attuned to the music. She raised her legs high in time to the rhythm.

The pauses between the shrill notes became longer. Obediently, she slowed her strides without lessening their lofty height, giving the impression of barely touching the ground as she moved forward.

He watched her perform the passage, and wondered how anyone in the audience could not be captivated by her dancing fire, even if ignorant of the noble art of dressage in its highest form. There was no evidence of her great strength being tried in the disciplined, controlled trot. Instead, it was as if she performed that slow, measured pace for her own delight.

Did the Swedes appreciate what she was doing riderless? he wondered. Without benefit of physical commands of hands and legs to prompt and guide her into the movements of haute école? Almost every circus could boast of having a horse and rider skilled in dressage. But no horse, so far as he knew, could give such an exhibition alone! It had taken years of hard work to achieve this perfection!

The music grew louder, flowing around him and into the hall. The piping notes in the background were barely audible but he heard them, as she did. They became more distinct, more commanding, and her movements changed quickly.

She slowed her forward movement still more without the slightest change in gait or lofty carriage. Suddenly she was trotting in place, her hoofs faultless in their timing, and dancing like the “god-horse” the ringmaster had announced. Truly, she did not look earthbound!

The captain watched her perform the piaffe with critical eyes, and saw no mistakes. In all the years they had worked together, she had never been as faultless as now.

Finally the music stopped and she was released from the piaffe. She made a slow circuit of the ring, then stopped to stand magnificently in the spotlight as if awaiting the acclaim she knew she deserved.

With great effort, the captain controlled his anger at the crowd’s polite but restrained applause. In every other country they had played she had received a tumultuous ovation at this moment. His disappointment was not for himself but for her. He knew she missed the cheering. Always, she reacted to a stirring wave of applause by working better.

As if in a great cathedral, the crowd waited without word or sound for the mare to go into her next display. The captain resented the coldness of the elegantly dressed audience. Were the Swedes unimaginative as well as dull and unappreciative? Were their reactions based on what they knew was expected of them as a nation of reserved and practical people?

He was angry inside and he sought to quell the mounting hot temperament of his own blood. Yet a freezing coldness was there, too, controlled but with an ever-creeping deadliness. He concealed it well. Nothing showed in his face. He looked calm and dispassionate, his eyes a steady, black stare.

He watched his mare as she quickly responded to the clash of cymbals by breaking into a canter. The cadence of her hoofs picked up as if she had been eagerly awaiting the change of pace. And yet her quickening strides were more floating than driving, so she appeared no more earthbound than she had at a trot.

Faster and faster she circled the ring until she was in a gallop. Suddenly she spun on her hind legs, pirouetting in place and spinning in a small circle as if she sought to drive a hole into the tanbark with her hoofs.

The music rose in a great crescendo and a moment later she lifted her forelegs in the air at an acute angle while balancing herself on her hind legs. She held this pose for several seconds before coming down.

The captain waited for the crowd to applaud her levade, and when the rippling of applause finally came, he smiled. She was reaching them and she had much more to give.

To the roll of the drums, she rose again in the levade and finished with four jumps on her hind legs that carried her across the ring in the courbette. Only then did she bring down her forelegs and trot slowly around the ring, still swaying to the music, forever dancing.

His heart went out to her, for he knew how much she enjoyed her dancing. It was the woman in her, he thought. No stallion, no gelding he had ever trained could equal her lightness of foot, her natural rhythm.

He no longer cared if the crowd applauded or not. It made little difference now. He was celebrating with her these difficult movements brought to perfection by their many years of work together. Her own will had merged with his. She was indeed one with him in all respects.

Now, nearing the end of her performance, she was in the center of the ring. The music faded and only the shrill notes of the flute were heard. They became louder, as they had been at the beginning, and she responded quickly to these signals. Everything in her was alerted. It was evident in the movement of her muscles beneath the spotlight, in the quivering of her nostrils and the ceaseless twitching of her ears.

Once more the notes were so constant that they became a horrible whistle. As they approached their highest pitch, it appeared that she could no longer tolerate them and sought escape. She sprang into the air with her forelegs stretched out while drawing her hind legs beneath her in the difficult ballotade.

The captain was unmindful of the applause. He heard only the horrible whistling notes and his eyes were only for the mare. Again she rose from the ground. This time in midair she kicked out her hind legs savagely in unison with her forelegs as if to ward off a pursuer. Truly, she appeared to be a winged horse, a Pegasus, soaring through the air, her head raised high and her mane and tail flying!

The breathtaking capriole was the climax of her performance, and when she had finished the lights in the great hall went on, growing in brightness and brilliance. The mare stood still in the center of the ring, her ears alert, her nostrils flaring.

The ringmaster motioned the captain forward and he joined his mare reluctantly, standing beside her in his dark evening clothes.

He raised his hand to acknowledge the ever-mounting applause of the crowd when they saw him. Like her, his movements were proud, cool and controlled. It was not as he wanted it. They applauded now because he stood with her beneath glaring lights and they were able to see and judge the act for what it had been—a serious exhibition of horse training.

Few Swedes cared about imagination of any sort, he decided. They wanted their Art to be obedient and useful, nothing that might ever excel and surpass life itself. They had seen no ghost-horse, no winged Pegasus—only a well-trained animal. They would not waste their time pursuing idle fantasies. They had no part in his own imaginative world.

He had little use for such practical people, and he did not want to be influenced or changed by them and others of their kind. He ceased listening to the applause and concentrated only on his mare and his own thoughts. He stroked her neck beneath the gray mane.

This was to be his last circus performance in Europe, for he had agreed to a contract with Ringling Bros. Barnum and Bailey in the United States. It meant a well-deserved vacation for him and his mare; they would not have to work again until he joined the Ringling Circus at its training quarters in Florida.

He would leave this land of coldness behind to pursue something he’d wanted to do all his life. He would visit Haiti on his way to the United States and find out for himself what the land of his ancestors was truly like. He had heard many strange things about Haiti and a legend that was filled with impossible events—one he’d been told by his father, when a child, passed on from generation to generation as part of their heritage. He had an overpowering urge to learn more about the legend, and because he believed in signs and omens, the contract with Ringling Bros. coming at this time pointed the way.

The applause continued and he saw some children standing up and hanging over a balcony rail, waving their programs at him. He waved back, knowing they had seen The Ghost as he had planned they should see her. The circus was for children and the imagination of children.

The lights dimmed except for the yellow spotlight as he backed his beloved mare out of the ring. Little did she know what he had in store for her across the ocean. He wanted her to have a foal and he had found the stallion that was right for her in every way. He had seen him on Swedish television only that week, a horse called the Black, the American champion, winning a great race in Florida. That he should find such a stallion now, after so many years of searching, was still another sign that pointed the way for him. He was determined that nothing would keep him from acquiring the Black for his mare. He was a man who took what he wanted. He was as remorseless as he was powerful.

The applause continued long after he stepped behind the black velvet curtain, but he did not return to acknowledge it.
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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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Alec clamped a hand across his horse’s nostrils, stilling the neigh that was about to come. “No,” he said softly.

His eyes followed the man riding the gray mare. He wore the clothes of a southern farm laborer—sun-bleached trousers and a gray cotton shirt. On his head was a wide-rimmed straw hat, his thick hair falling below it, as blue-black as an Indian’s. But despite his appearance, the man failed completely to look the part of a farm laborer.

No one but a professional horseman could sit in the saddle as this man did. He was still and unmoving while his mare trotted with the most airy steps, gliding across the grass, turning as if magically summoned one way and then another.

Alec knew the man must be guiding her but there was no obvious movement of his hands or legs. He used no whip or spurs; his calves and thighs were directing his horse.

Alec’s heart was racing now. The mare was as light-footed as a ghost, and, in fact, if she had been a ghost he would not have been more astonished by what he saw! Here, deep in the Everglades, he was watching the disciplined movement of haute école! He had never before seen a horse schooled in these movements perform in the United States. Only in Europe—at the Spanish Riding School in Vienna, Austria—had he watched the famed Lippizaner stallions in this advanced art of training and horsemanship.

This was no Lippizaner but a horse of many strains, including Arabian; yet she performed the dancing steps as well as any horse Alec had seen in Austria. If the man riding her knew he was being watched he gave no indication of it. He sat like a statue in the saddle, his black face cold and masklike. He moved her in a wider circle, coming closer to Alec. His guiding movements were still not visible and yet the cadence of the mare’s hoofs picked up as if she had been eagerly awaiting the change of pace. Suddenly she was spinning around on her hind legs, pirouetting in place.

The man was part of his horse as she moved at full speed while fixed to one spot. Alec realized that many years of intensive training must have been spent on the mare for her to perform this difficult movement.

Finally the mare came out of the pirouettes and made a slow circle. It was only then that Alec saw her rider’s first movement, although it had nothing to do with cues to his horse. He raised a hand to pull his straw hat more firmly down on his head so as not to lose it.

Alec ignored the man’s wide-rimmed hat as he did the laborer’s clothes. One who knew the art of haute école riding and training as this man did would not make his living working in the cane fields!

The mare swept diagonally across the circle, shoulder in, then shoulder out coming back, her hoofs skimming effortlessly over the grass.

Alec knew she was being subjected to the light pressures of her rider’s hands and legs. Every nerve in her was awaiting the next signal from him.

Alec forgot where he was, forgot everything but the fact that for the first time in his life he was witnessing a supreme exhibition of horsemanship. Never had he seen such unity of horse and rider!

Spellbound, he watched the mare move across the ground in flowing turns and glides and figurations he had never seen before, all in a strangely wonderful dance made even more magical by the ghostly silence of the Everglades.

Then the tempo of her hoofs increased and Alec knew the exhibition was coming to an end. She made a high leap, her hind legs and forelegs stretched out so that she looked as if she were truly flying! When she came down, she rocked back and forth on her hindquarters before rising in a levade of supreme grace, staying up longer than Alec had ever thought possible, her neck arched while she reached for the sky with her forequarters. She came down slowly and stood still.

The black stallion’s clear, high neigh rang through the stillness of the hammock too quickly for Alec to stop it. The silver-gray mare turned her ears in his direction and answered. But her rider did not so much as glance toward the intruders.

The Black pawed the ground and neighed again. Alec did not try to quiet him, for his eyes were on the rider. The man had turned in their direction; slowly, he doffed his wide-rimmed hat.

“Hello!” he called. His voice was oddly deep.

Alec remained where he was, mindful again of Henry’s final instructions. “Above anything else, keep him away from mares.”

He watched the man come forward as if riding on air rather than a horse. His shoulders were immense and his head was held high in an arrogant manner. He must be over six feet tall, Alec decided, for his legs were as long and powerful as his arms. His body was heavy yet lithe, bulky yet smoothly muscled and carrying not an ounce of superfluous fat. He looked every bit the professional horseman he was, not the farm laborer the clothes represented. Why was he dressed as he was? What was he doing there?

Alec’s grip tightened on the Black’s halter. He saw at least a week’s growth of beard on the stern face. The eyes were inquisitive, as well they should be at finding someone watching his performance. But there was also a coldness in them that foreboded danger. There was no getting away now. He had to face up to this meeting.

Alec allowed his gaze to shift to the mare, noting the lightness of the narrow reins and bridle. Then he looked at the man and said, “I enjoyed watching you very much. I’ve never seen a performance quite like it.”

“It’s centuries old,” the man answered quietly. He spoke with a strong French accent. “You’ve wasted a great deal of time.”

Alec’s brows knit in puzzlement at the man’s words. He searched for an explanation in the cold face, with its blunt nose, its wide and high cheekbones, but found nothing. The man’s eyes were only for the Black.

Suddenly the stallion bolted, trying to reach the mare. Alec managed to stop him but not before there was a hard impact of bodies. He pulled the Black away, talking to him all the while.

Anger glittered in the man’s eyes and it was evident that the mare felt his annoyance. Her body moved violently. There was a gentle pressure of the man’s hands and it was enough to restrain her.

“I’m sorry about that,” Alec said.

“It was to be expected.” The man’s gaze remained on the stallion. “It is good to hear one talk to animals as you do,” he added. “It is a simple thing, but few seem to know it is the only way.”

Alec was used to having professionals scrutinize his horse, just as he, too, carefully noted everything about another’s. He studied the mare before him. She possessed the full, unsloped croup and high-set tail so characteristic of the Arabian. Her long, arched neck and slim, sinewy legs indicated the desert breed as well. But her head, although tapered, did not have the dish-faced profile of the Arabian. And she had a slight ramlike convex nose common to Spanish-Barbary stock. She was broad of chest and deep through the heart like the Lippizaner, and had that breed’s wider hips and back ribs. The additional “room inside” and the compactness of body structure gave her stamina as well as force.

Alec decided that she might well possess the best of many breeds—or, at least, the best for the kind of work she was doing. Her height was just under sixteen hands, and her weight was proportionate to her size, solid but not heavy. She was a mare he would have liked to own.

His gaze and thoughts returned to her rider as the man dismounted. Alec’s first reaction was that he had been right—the man was well over six feet tall.

“My name is Captain Philippe de Pluminel,” he said.

Alec took the man’s offered hand. “Mine is Alec Ramsay.” He smiled, hoping the captain would smile back and, perhaps, explain what he was doing with such a highly trained horse on a remote hammock in the Everglades.

No smile appeared on the man’s masklike face. Yet Alec found that it did not frighten him any longer. He recalled other horsemen who allowed no emotion to show on their faces so as to reveal nothing of themselves or their motives. Alec decided that he would let the captain divulge as much or as little as he chose without any prodding from him. If he read the dark face correctly, this was a man of experience, used to command and, most of all, impatient with anyone who questioned him too closely. And, apparently, Alec’s name meant nothing to the captain—just as the name Captain Philippe de Pluminel was not familiar to him.

The mare became excited again, tossing her head and blowing through large dilated nostrils. The captain quieted her while keeping his eyes on the stallion.

“Your horse, Monsieur Ramsay,” he said finally, “is superb. I have seen him before but only on the television. It was while I was in Sweden last month.” Then his unblinking black eyes turned to Alec. “And you … yes, you were riding him in the race I saw. But I did not think …” He paused, his eyes revealing an emotion for the first time.

Alec was used to people looking surprised when they first met him. He was no one’s idea of a prosperous and well-known rider. For one thing, he appeared too young, although most times he didn’t feel it. And today he was wearing the most tattered jeans and worn-out boots he possessed. But the captain’s bewildered look made him feel better about being there. The man was human after all.

“I apologize,” the captain said, smiling for the first time. “I should have known right away, seeing you with such a horse.”

“Not at all. You didn’t expect to see me, any more than I did you.” Alec paused and found it easier to meet the man’s eyes. It was time for a question of his own. “And you … do you live here?”

There was no hesitation in the captain’s reply; it was as if the barrier between them had been dropped quickly. The smile remained on his thick lips as he said, “Only for a short time. My home is in France, but then”—he shrugged his shoulders—“anywhere the circus plays I call home. I have a contract with your Ringling Bros. Barnum and Bailey Circus beginning in April.”

Everything was falling in place. The winter training quarters of the Ringling Circus was in Venice, Florida, not far to the north. The captain and his mare were probably on their way to it, whatever his reason might be for stopping off at this remote hammock. Perhaps the captain’s reason was little different from his own—an opportunity to “freshen up” in a place where no one knew him, preparing himself and his mare for the hard season to come. If he looked at it that way, Alec summed up, their meeting in the swamp was not frightening at all.

The Black pushed his body hard against him, and Alec knew he should get him out of there immediately. “I’d better go,” he said, his gaze turning to his horse.

“There will be no trouble. We can keep them apart.” The captain’s words were clipped and more heavily accented than before in what seemed to be sudden urgency. “I would like you to stay very much.” There was a long pause while Alec turned to him. “Please, Monsieur Ramsay, I beg you to stay, if only to have lunch with me.”

“Lunch?” Alec repeated, more to himself than to the man. It seemed incongruous that in the middle of a swamp he should be asked graciously to lunch as if he were back in town. He looked beyond the meadow but saw nothing except jungle-choked mangroves etched against the incredible blue of the sky.

“My house is just a short distance away,” the captain said, “and you must be tired. It will do you and your horse good to rest before starting back. As I said, there will be no problem with our horses. We are professionals, are we not?”

The captain did not wait for an answer but moved along, leading his mare toward the mangroves. Alec hesitated, then followed quickly—almost as if the decision had been made for him and he had no choice. He was amused by his thoughts. His inquisitiveness had been aroused and he wanted to learn more about Captain Philippe de Pluminel. No harm could come from having lunch with him. And, as the captain had so rightly said, both he and the Black could use a rest before starting back.

The captain walked with the same lightness he had shown in the saddle. He moved more like a cat than like a man over six feet tall and so heavily muscled. He strode along a wide path through the mangroves without once looking back to see if Alec followed; it was as if he expected nothing but obedience to his wishes.

Alec kept a strong hold on the Black’s halter. He did not find the man’s conceit amusing but was determined to know more about him. He found that he was a little apprehensive but not afraid. Fear was something he had no thought of ever disclosing to this man. He, too, could conceal his emotions when necessary.

Alec’s steps slowed as they emerged from the mangroves and he found himself in a cultivated garden of riotous colors. The brilliant red of poinsettia bushes was everywhere and there were rows and rows of hibiscus and poinciana plants.

If he had had any doubt the flowering paradise was the work of man, he had only to look beyond. Near the edge of the saw-grass swamp was a house, shaded and half-hidden by towering trees and shrubs. Alec followed the captain toward it.

It looked like a farmhouse and it had been built on stilts, perhaps to keep out the high water of the swamp during the rainy season. But as they drew closer, Alec saw it was like no farmhouse he’d ever seen before. The roof was fantastic. It rose high in the center and was topped by a strange-looking tower. What made it even more fantastic was that the roof dipped down on the opposite side almost to the ground! Never in his life had Alec ever seen a more ridiculous-looking building. It was made of unpainted cypress wood but looked more like one built of papier-mâché by a completely demented person.

Without a word, the captain strode onto a path that led toward the rear of the house, not bothering to glance behind to note Alec’s reaction to the strange-looking house. He crossed another clearing and went directly to a small barn.

Alec waited while the captain put the mare away. The Black hated to see her go and there seemed to be no end to his nickering.

When the captain returned he said, “I have another place for your horse.” His eyes were evasive and Alec felt the first stirring of fear within him. He shrugged it off and followed.

Beyond the barn and deep in a grove of coconut palms, they came to a low shed, freshly whitewashed. The captain pulled open the double doors. Inside was a single room with a dirt floor, empty of machinery and adequate for use as a temporary stall.

“He’ll be all right here,” the captain said. “We can give him water and a bit of hay.”

Alec nodded. It would be only a short while before he’d be leaving.

After taking care of his horse, he walked alongside the captain toward the house. There was some kind of game going on between them, he decided; it was apparent the captain wouldn’t impart any information willingly, and Alec was determined to wait him out.

They went up the long steps leading to the front entrance and Alec noted the strange symbols and ornaments carved on the heavy oaken door. The interior was dim, for the few windows in it were shuttered and deeply recessed. As his eyes became adjusted to the semi-darkness, he saw a large living room with hand-hewn beams running across the ceiling and a great fireplace in which a fire was smoldering. The odor of burning wood filled the room.

It was a hot day and yet the house was chilly, even cold, despite the fire. Alec shivered. He couldn’t be sure whether it was the cold or his mounting uneasiness that caused it.

The captain’s tall figure moved across the room, momentarily blocking out the light from a window. He called loudly, “Odin! Odin! Êtes-vous ici?”

Alec’s knowledge of French was only elementary but it was enough for him to understand that the captain had called, “Odin! Odin! Are you here?” Then the captain did not live alone. Who was Odin?

After a moment’s hesitation, Alec followed the captain into the next room, which turned out to be the kitchen. It had a wood-burning stove, a large sink, a hand pump, and some utensils. But there was no one there and the captain left it for still another room beyond.

Alec went to the doorway and peered inside. The window shutters were closed, and in the dim light of a kerosene lamp he could see an old man sitting on a high straight-backed chair. The captain stood beside him, speaking rapidly in French.

Alec made no attempt to understand what was being said. He was startled by the old man’s appearance; he wore a big, shapeless black felt hat and in his right hand he held a long rod with a spear-tipped end.

Alec backed away from the doorway, then came to a stop as the old man rose from the chair and took a step toward him. Odin was wearing a crimson smock with gold braid around the edges. Beneath the smock Alec saw a laborer’s corduroy trousers thrust into the tops of knee boots. The old man was gazing at him steadily, and the captain, too, now turned in his direction.

Alec stood still, startled by the weird sight, his mind working feverishly. Who were these people? And this Odin—his face was neither Indian nor black but a combination of both, and perhaps other races as well. His skin was old and weathered from decades of living in the sun, and yet his eyes were not aged at all. They burned into Alec’s with almost savage intensity.

What have I walked into, so unprepared? he wondered.

The old man stood quietly, his legs astride, watching Alec. Then, suddenly, he raised a huge brown hand to his chest in some sort of ritualistic gesture. With that the captain spoke, as if on signal.

“I have explained to him that you are my guest,” he said. “There is nothing to fear. He is just very old.” The coldness in the captain’s eyes made Alec feel uneasy despite the comforting words.

“But he is very capable despite his age,” the captain continued. “He goes where he pleases and wants only to be left alone. Take his hand, Alec. I beg of you … je vous en prie,” he added urgently, his gaze returning to the old man.

Alec was frightened, feeling that anything might happen. He reached out for the old man’s hand.

If felt cool and, despite its size and strength, there was no pressure at all. It was almost as if he were touching a ghost. Alec wondered if he was being successful in keeping the alarm from showing in his eyes.

They returned to the large living room, leaving the old man alone. The captain put his arm around Alec’s shoulders and said warmly, “Now, we shall have our lunch and talk. We have much to discuss, oui?”

Alec looked at him. Those dark, unblinking eyes would give nothing away. And Alec found that he didn’t care about learning anything more. He wanted no answers to this mystery. His only thought now was to get away. He could no longer ignore the chill running down his spine and there was no way to stop it. The realization had come to him that there was not just one unstable man in this place, and of the two men the captain was the more dangerous.
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Alec realized that his sudden desire to leave came as no surprise to this man. He believed that the captain had expected it all along. He found the silence of the room and the man’s cold stare more alarming than the fear within him.

Was the captain truly dangerous, as he believed, or were his suspicions brought about by this unusual house and the old man in the back room? Alec had never dreamed he could be so susceptible to moods and surroundings. It was as if his brain had become a battlefield of conflicting emotions.

The captain smiled at him, a small smile, almost a grimace but a smile nevertheless. It threw Alec completely off balance again. There might not be anything to fear from this man, he told himself. The captain was eccentric, of course, a person of many moods, but not mad.

“It is not a cheerful house,” the captain said quietly. “It was built more for shelter and protection than warmth and light. However, we can make it a little more pleasant.”

He opened the large oak door, allowing the sun’s rays to enter the room; then he opened the window shutters for still more light.

The captain’s explanation and the brightness of the day helped rid Alec of some of his apprehensions. “Who is Odin?” he asked boldly.

“My great-uncle,” the captain said quickly, as if he had anticipated the question. “He is a descendant of the Carib Indians, not the Seminoles. The Caribs were fierce warriors and knew this land long before the birth of Christ.” He added nothing more, and Alec thought it wise to remain silent.

“Now for lunch,” the captain said graciously. “If you’ll excuse me a moment and make yourself at home …” He left the room, moving with the fluid grace of an animal.

Alec went over to the fireplace and sat down in one of the high-backed chairs. He was committed and there would be no leaving until after lunch. He looked around the room, noting the bareness of it. It didn’t seem to have been occupied for very long; there were few of the personal things that make a house a home. A portable phonograph was on a table with several records beside it. It was battery-powered, for there was no electricity. Evidently the captain enjoyed music enough to carry a phonograph with him wherever he went.

A large kerosene lamp hung from the ceiling and there were several books on the table below it. Alec picked one up. It was on horsemanship and had been written by the captain himself. Since it was in French, Alec didn’t attempt to read much of it, but he was very impressed.

Had he allowed himself to give way to needless fears? Alec wondered. The captain was a professional horseman like himself and, according to the blurb on the jacket of the book, was the world’s foremost authority on dressage.

Never in his life had Alec failed to get along with someone who loved horses. It was too strong a tie to be marred by his apprehensions, let alone fear. He had been ridiculous to believe otherwise, he told himself.

Another book Alec found on the table dealt with the Spanish conquest of Florida. It was for the serious student of history, being an English translation of Spanish documents written in the late 1560s. He noted penciled notations in French in the margins and wondered what they meant.

Alec put down the book, a little self-consciously, when the captain appeared carrying a wooden tray, which he placed on the table. There were many kinds of canned meat as well as fresh fruit, and Alec suddenly realized how hungry he was.

The captain motioned Alec to a chair and sat down himself, his back as straight as it had been in the saddle. For several minutes they ate in silence, then Alec asked, “Are you a student of Florida history as well as a professional horseman?” He nodded toward the books.

“Only recently,” the captain answered. “I have learned from Odin that my people lived side by side with white men during the Spanish conquest of Florida. Of course it was as slaves,” he added. There was no bitterness or hostility in his voice, only acceptance.

Alec waited expectantly, hoping the captain would tell him more of his own accord. He did not think it best to press him.

“In fact, one of my great ancestors was chief guide to the Conquistador Pedro Menéndez de Avilés,” the captain continued after a short pause.

Alec detected the pride in the captain’s voice.

“De Avilés was the founder of St. Augustine,” the captain explained. “Unknown to most historians, he also did a considerable amount of exploration here in the Everglades, which could not have been done without the aid of my ancestor, who was a Carib warrior.”

Alec was unable to keep the surprise from showing in his eyes. Was this why the captain was here then, to retrace the steps of an ancestor dead over four hundred years? He studied the man’s face, noting again the strong blending of African and American Indian features with hints of still other strains.

The captain gazed back, his eyes as intent as Alec’s. “You look surprised, Alec,” he said quietly. “I might even say frightened. There is no need to think of one of Indian or, for that matter, African ancestry as a villain.”

He paused before going on. “It is true that the Caribs were no less warlike than the Conquistadores. For they, too, were raiders, coming from the interior of the Guianas and as far south as the Amazon jungle. They invaded Haiti and the other islands before becoming slaves themselves. No different,” he added, “from the Africans brought to the New World by the Spaniards to work the mines.”

The captain stood up and began clearing the table. The conversation seemed to have come to an end. Suddenly he stopped and sat down again.

“So it is that I am of Carib origin as well as African and Portuguese and French and Haitian. Truly a strange mixture, n’est-ce pas?” he asked, smiling broadly for the first time.

“Oui, Captain,” Alec answered, hoping that the tension between them had come to an end.

“Comprenez-vous French, Alec?”

“Un peu.”

“Beaucoup more than un peu, I’ll bet,” the captain said warmly.

Alec helped take the dishes into the kitchen. His feeling of apprehension had been greatly relieved by the friendly exchange.

“Your English is perfect,” he said.

“Thank you. Not perfect but passable, I suppose. I have made many trips to England. Circus life makes it easy for one to learn languages.” The captain began rinsing the dishes beneath the hand pump.

“And Odin?” Alec asked, wanting to learn more. “He lives here? You came here to see him?”

The captain’s eyes became wary again but he did his best, Alec saw, to be pleasant. “Not quite,” he answered. “Odin lives in Haiti. He knew of this hammock and we came here together.”

There was no further explanation and Alec did not prod him. He was willing to wait. The captain was no longer the frightening man he had seemed; neither was Odin, whom Alec believed to be demented but harmless.

They finished the dishes and returned to the living room, where the captain motioned Alec to a chair beside him.

“It is good to have a professional horseman for company,” he said. “I have always had great respect for one who rides a racing horse … not so much because of the speed itself, but to ride in the midst of others also fully extended calls for great skill and courage.”

“A jockey has to take the dangers for granted and do the job,” Alec answered. “I enjoy it. I wouldn’t want to do anything else.”

“Yes, you would have to enjoy it to live in the shadow of maiming and death with each race. What do you weigh?”

“About a hundred and fifteen.”

“I am almost twice that and I would not enjoy it.”

“You have other talents,” Alec said, smiling. With the talk of horses all tension had left him.

“Yes, I prefer to make a horse rather than break one. The mouths of all your horses are as hard as the iron you put in them.”

“Not necessarily,” Alec said, surprised at his quick anger. “The Black’s mouth has not been made hard. He responds to the slightest touch and I use my hands and legs the same as you … not as well, perhaps, or the same way,” he added more cautiously. “Yet I think we get the same results.”

The captain smiled at his outburst and it seemed to Alec that the difference in their ages was fast disappearing.

“If what you say is true, Alec, your horse not only serves you as a racehorse but shares his life with you.”

They were interrupted as Odin crossed the room, opened the door without a glance in their direction, and went out. Alec noted that he was no longer wearing the crimson robe with the gold braid, but the black felt hat still covered his head. However, without the robe and the spear-tipped rod, he did not look so ominous.

The captain’s gaze left the closed door and returned to Alec. “You are alone with your horse in Florida?” he asked.

“Alone?” Alec repeated. “No, not exactly.” He offered no further explanation, thinking that if the captain was inquisitive enough about him and his horse, he might be able to trade information. He wanted to know why a famous horseman like the captain was living on a remote hammock in the Everglades.

“You said Odin goes where he pleases. Aren’t you worried?” he asked.

“No. I also told you he is very capable. He knows the swamp better than I do, and he is familiar with the Seminole tongue, so he has made friends in the nearby Indian village.” The captain paused, as if undecided whether to continue. A light flickered in his dark eyes; then, having made his decision, he went on. “Like the Seminoles, Odin is suspicious of the outside world. Lately, his antagonism seems to be directed toward the white men who are draining the Everglades. It is for that reason I told him you were my friend and asked you to take his hand.”

“I can understand his feelings,” Alec said. “But I don’t believe the engineers will ever conquer the swamp. It’s too immense.”

“Perhaps you are right,” the captain said quietly, “but they’re making progress. I, too, resent and challenge this conquest by the white man. It will not be long before—”

The captain stopped abruptly as if, perhaps, he had said too much. There was a haunted look in his eyes and Alec wondered what had caused it.

“But enough of such talk, Alec. We must continue with our discussion of you and your horse. You said you were not alone?”

Alec smiled to himself. The trade of information had begun and now it was his turn.

“I’m not alone in that we’re staying at Sugarfoot Ranch,” he said. “We’ve been there a little over a week, resting up after racing at Hialeah Park in Miami. My partner and trainer, Henry Dailey, went up north a few days ago to look after some two-year-olds, but he’ll be back within a week. Then we go to New York to prepare for the spring racing season at Aqueduct.”

“I see,” the captain said, his eyes once more becoming hard and cold. “Then you are alone with your horse.”

Alec felt his uneasiness return. He didn’t know what the captain meant. They’d be expecting him back at the ranch by afternoon, and he certainly wasn’t alone. Whatever thoughts the captain had were locked up tightly inside him. Yet Alec found that he no longer distrusted him as he had earlier. Slowly he was acquiring more and more information and the pieces were fitting together. Soon he’d come up with the whole picture.

“Racing is a rough business,” he told the captain. “We’re on the go most of the time. I suppose it’s much like circus work.”

“I suppose so. Neither is the work for timid souls.”

“Timid?” Alec repeated. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. But you’re right. If you’re going to race timidly, you might as well stay home.”

“Timidity has no place in the circus either,” the captain said quietly. “Let me show you some old prints I have here.”

He went to a trunk near the fireplace and removed a thick folder. From it he took some pictures and spread them on the table. Alec saw horses and riders leaping through hoops of fire and over the backs of elephants and tigers. The prints dated back to the early 1800s. There was one that intrigued him more than the others. It showed a beautiful white horse wearing simulated wings and flying over four horses standing below.

“This is supposed to be Pegasus?” he asked the captain.

“Oui, Alec. It was performed by Antonio Franconi in 1800 in London. The mythical winged horse was very popular with audiences of the time.”

Alec noted that the large wings were attached to a light girth strap. Truly, the horse appeared to be flying, and he could understand why it had been a successful act. The pity of it was that such a mythical figure would not be accepted in today’s circus because people did not accept fantasy as part of their world. The simulated wings on a leaping horse would only evoke laughter, not excitement.

When Alec mentioned this to the captain, the man asked, “But you, Alec, do you believe there is some basis of fact to mythology?”

“Perhaps more than most people do,” Alec said honestly. “At least I’ve thought about it a lot, especially Pegasus. I used to ride a make-believe winged horse as a kid. He took me all over the world.”

“I suspected as much,” the captain said. “And now that you’re no longer a child, what do you think of such mythical creatures? Were they only imaginary? Was there no basis of fact for them?”

Alec thought a minute and then said, “I’ve read that primitive men credited many animals with powers far beyond their own. I think it was even believed that their gods took on animal form when they descended to earth.” He smiled. “I suppose that’s how Pegasus came about. Is that what you mean?”

“Oui, in part, Alec,” the captain said, his gaze returning to the print before him. “But you must remember that until quite recently mankind continued to believe in a magical world in which animal and human shapes were interchangeable.” He picked up the print, studying it. “Not all the animals were as beautiful as Pegasus. Some were so horrible that men would die in terror at the very sight of them.”

The captain’s voice was solemn but Alec could not take him seriously. It was part of an act, put on for his benefit, he decided. He laughed and said, “They were fairy tales, Captain, told since the beginning of time. People don’t believe in them any more, not in this day and age.”

“That’s part of the trouble,” the captain said.

Alec believed him to mean that for this reason there was no place for a horse with simulated wings in the circus ring.

The captain added, “However, it is possible that some legendary creatures were based on animals which did actually exist.”

“I can believe that,” Alec said. “The fierce dragon was the result of prehistoric man finding fossils of dinosaurs or any of the other reptilian monsters.”

“But what of the supernatural animals?” the captain asked quietly. “What of the gryphon, half eagle and half lion? And the hippogriff, who had the body of a horse, the wings and beak of an eagle, and the claws of a lion? Medieval writers had no doubt that such animals existed.”

“Purely imaginary,” Alec answered, “no different from the centaur—half man and half horse—and all the other creatures of fable created by the ancients.”

“Perhaps so,” the captain said, picking up another old print and passing it on to Alec.

It showed a man in a circus ring, dressed as the devil and driving what must have been at least twenty horses while standing on the backs of the two in the rear.

“Another imaginary figure,” Alec said, pointing to the devil-clad man. “But it’s quite a feat, driving that many horses. I wonder if he actually did it.”

“He did,” the captain said. “My great-grandfather saw him perform in the Paris Hippodrome in 1860.”

There were hundreds of prints in the bulging folder, all of performing horses and some going as far back as the Circus Maximus at the time of Christ. To anyone it would have been a fascinating and valuable collection; for Alec, a serious horseman, it was the like of which he had never hoped to see. And with the captain explaining the techniques of the training involved, the hours passed without his being aware of it.

The long rumble of thunder interrupted his concentration on the old prints and made him conscious of the time. He glanced at his watch and rose quickly to his feet. “I had no idea it was so late,” he said. “It’s after four and I must be going. Thanks for lunch and everything.” He glanced at the prints. “Maybe I can come back?” He put it as a question, sensing that the captain preferred solitude to the company of another person. In a way they were very much alike, disdaining the company of other men for that of their horses.

Yet, Alec thought, how strange it was that he wanted to return when he had been so alarmed before. He looked into the captain’s dark, unblinking eyes as the man rose to join him.

“You are welcome any time,” the captain said, “but I had hoped you would stay even longer.”

The rays of the sun were still streaming through the small windows, but there was another clap of thunder in the distance.

“I don’t want to get caught in a storm,” Alec said. “I’ll get back late as it is. They’ll be worrying about me.”

Alec opened the door and the heat outside was scorching. To the south, just above the saw-grass spears, a heavy blanket of clouds shone in a bizarre light.

“I doubt it will rain, as much as we need it,” the captain said, following Alec down the steps. “Perhaps some wind and heat lightning but no rain certainly. I feel none in the air.”

Alec shrugged his shoulders. “The lightning will be quite bad enough,” he said. “I don’t mind getting wet—it’s lightning that really shakes me up.”

“You’re afraid?” the captain asked, a note of surprise in his voice. “You who have the courage to race?”

Alec smiled at the comparison but did not slow his strides. “A storm and a race are two different things,” he said, “calling for two different kinds of courage, if you wish to call it that. I’m afraid of lightning because I’ve seen too many animals killed in pasture by it, and my horse and I have had some terrible experiences in storms. They’re not easy to forget.”

“Then I wish you would stay,” the captain said hopefully. “You may be right about this storm. See how the thunderheads are coming this way!”

Alec glanced at the sky to the south, then back to meet the captain’s searching gaze. He wasn’t afraid of him any longer, but something brooded in those eyes. They held a hooded look, as if the man wanted something but would not divulge what it was.

Was it that he and the captain were wary and suspicious of each other, friendly but on guard? There was no doubt that the captain wanted him to stay, and perhaps that had been his intention when he’d shown him the old prints. But why did the captain want him there when it was evident that he was most happy alone? Otherwise, he would not be in such a remote place.

There was much Alec wanted to know but he had run out of time. Perhaps, as he’d told the captain, he’d come back another day. His strides lengthened until he was in a half-run. He wanted to reach his horse and get away immediately. It would give him time to decide whether or not he should return at all.
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Thunder rolled and the fast-moving clouds began to blot out the afternoon sun. Alec ran faster toward the shed where he had left the Black. A storm at sea had brought him and his horse together and he’d never forget it. There had been other storms during his travels, almost as bad, and he knew how he reacted to them. It was not a softness he was ashamed of but an acceptance of a new way of life. His fear of storms was locked tightly inside him and he could do nothing about it.

“At least wait until the storm passes,” the captain said, running alongside.

“I think I’ll be able to make it.”

“As you wish,” the captain answered.

A ragged, violet lightning flash split the sky as they approached the shed. It shook them both and Alec could not hide the fear in his eyes.

“You’ll never be able to outride it,” the captain said. “You and your horse will be much safer under cover. It might well be over in a few minutes.”

Alec looked southward. The wind was increasing and lightning flashes were crackling over the saw-grass sea. If he started out and lost his sense of direction he’d really be in trouble. Yet if he stayed he doubted he’d be able to get away until very late. It did not look like the kind of storm that would be over in a few minutes.

His decision to remain was made just as another flash of lightning came from the cloud cover almost directly overhead. It was dead white, and Alec had no time to involuntarily duck his head or even collect his wits as a thunderbolt crashed, seemingly a few feet to his right. It roared in his ears as he and the captain made a mad dash for the shed doors.

A second blaze of lightning brightened the area when the captain pulled open the doors. “Vite, Alec, quickly, inside!” he shouted. They stepped inside and closed the doors behind them.

The Black nickered and Alec went to him quickly. Storms affected the Black just as they affected him; each offered the other solace at such times. Whenever possible, Alec was with him during a bad storm. His hand rubbed the muscled ridge of the Black’s neck.

There was another crash of thunder, and the light coming through the open window was eerie. Frequent flashes brightened the sky and Alec could see huge thunderheads marching up from the south.

“Rain should come soon now,” he said. “It might not be so bad then.”

The captain did not take his eyes from the window. “I smell no rain, only the electricity in the air,” he answered.

A spurt of violet fire brightened the shed and they saw a tall cabbage palm split in two and fall to the ground. There was another flash and still another. The earth and sky were being joined in flaming white charges while thunder crashed incessantly.

Alec’s fingers tightened on the Black’s mane. He could not tell his horse there was nothing to fear, that it was not like the first time. Actually it was worse, except that they were not in a ship at sea.

One did not forget a ship rolling helplessly in monstrous seas and raging winds while jarring cracks of lightning split her open. A dead ship, her engines long quiet, going deeper into the water.

“I have never known the fear of a storm,” the captain said quietly, as if intent on distracting Alec’s thoughts. “We circus people are used to all kinds of dangers, traveling and living in so many strange countries as we do. One must go where one can earn a living.”

Alec turned to him. He knew the captain’s words were meant to be warm and friendly, to get his mind off the storm. His fear must be quite apparent, then.

“Your mare must be a good traveler,” he said, willing to talk about anything that would pass the time.

“Oui, she has had to be,” the captain answered, “as it is with all circus animals. However, she is better than most, I believe. She is a seasoned traveler, very worldly indeed.”

The Black moved uneasily as a loud rumble of thunder shook the shed. Alec steadied him with his hands. The thunderheads seemed to be closer, pressing down upon the hammock. Still there was no rain—only the wind and lightning and thunder.

“Perhaps you don’t fear it because you have never known what a tropical storm is like,” Alec commented.

“Perhaps so, Alec,” the captain answered. “It is not often that we travel so far south. Usually we are in Europe at this time of year. But in so much of the Continent today there is no time for the circus. In Germany, for example, the circus is almost dead. Perhaps it is due to television—or, perhaps, to there not being enough children. The circus is for children, you know. In Ireland last year it was very good. There is not much television in Ireland and there are many children.”

Amid the crashes of thunder, the lightning made the world of saw grass outside leap vividly into sight, with one green ball of fire after another brightening the darkness. It was weird and frightening. One lightning bolt missed the shed by what seemed like a few yards, and for a dizzy moment Alec felt the tingle of static electricity in his body.

He heard the captain’s voice and was astounded to find him still talking about his work.

“Do you think Americans will be pleased with my act?” the captain asked.

Alec was quick to note the slight hesitancy in his voice that betrayed his worldliness and contempt for the storm.

“I think they’ll like your mare very much,” he said. “Americans love horses and will appreciate one so well trained as yours.”

He had no sooner spoken than a great flash of lightning bathed the inside of the shed in an eerie garish light. He held his breath, expecting the earth to erupt beneath his feet; his hands tightened around the Black’s neck.

The roof of the shed toppled but was held from falling by two wooden beams.

Alec looked up at the sagging roof. “It’ll hold,” he said. “A tree must have fallen on it.”

When the captain spoke, his voice was charged with emotion he could not control. “It would take a man of iron not to fear such force as this,” he said shakily. “We are indeed in the hands of the gods.”

Alec turned to the window and watched the giant black thunderheads move overhead. He expected them to bring heavy rain and provide a respite from the fearful bolts of lightning. They marched by in what seemed to be never-ending columns and brought only a slight drizzle instead of the deluge he had expected. The lightning never lessened in its intensity. The saw-grass world was lit up with successive flashes, and Alec knew that if it did not rain, the Everglades might well be destroyed by fire from the bolts.

He ducked instinctively as another ball of green fire shattered the darkness. The captain said not a word. There was a deep silence between him and Alec. Their lives had whittled down to a grim, waiting battle for survival. They could only wait and pray and hope the lightning would not strike the shed.

The storm went on for a long time, longer than Alec ever had known one to last. There seemed to be no end to the fury of the wind and fierce lightning. It was almost as if the wrath of the heavens had been turned against them instead of the storm’s being a natural phenomenon of clouds and barometric pressures.

It was night when, finally, the storm came to an end. Alec watched the sky clear and saw the first stars; he gave no thought to where he was … or to the captain … or going home or staying. Nothing mattered except that he and his horse had survived. He led the Black from the shed and walked about the clearing, avoiding the fallen trees.

The captain passed him, his eyes unfocused and staring. Alec knew where he was going and followed. They found the barn and house intact. It seemed incredible, when everything else was a shambles. No doubt the tall trees, serving as lightning deflectors, had saved them.

While the captain went inside the barn to his mare, Alec waited and spoke to the Black without benefit of a spoken word, his touches soft and gentle.

Finally the captain emerged from the barn, striding quickly toward them. Alec had only to look at the captain’s face to know that the mare was safe. Despite the difference in their ages and backgrounds, he and the captain had a deep bond in common, for each was one with his horse.

“It’s too late for you to leave now,” the captain said. “You’ll have to spend the night.”

Alec nodded. He could not attempt the long trip in the darkness. “They’ll wonder what happened to me,” he said. “They’ll be worried.”

“We can avoid that,” the captain said quickly. “I’ll have Odin take a message, at least as far as the Seminole village; his friends will see that it’s delivered to the ranch.”

“You’re sure?” Alec asked, surprised that anyone could find his way through the swamp at night.

“Of course,” the captain said. “There will be no problem. He has a canoe and goes by the waterways.”

The night was still except for the fronds of palm trees rattling ominously in the wind. The air was cool, for the storm had driven off the intense heat. To the north, Alec could see skittering sheets of lightning, flashing luridly, then vanishing in the night sky.

“Where will we put him?” he asked, nodding toward his horse. “The shed’s not safe. The roof could fall in any time.”

“There are several stalls in the barn,” the captain answered. “We will put him there.”

Alec didn’t like it. The mare was so ready to be bred. His concern must have been obvious, for the captain said, “You needn’t worry. I can put him at the far end of the barn, well away from her.”

“All right,” Alec said resignedly.

Later, he walked beside the captain through the evening shadows. He had spent the last hour as he would have done at home, putting up his horse for the night. He had brushed him off and cleaned his feet. He had fetched water and hay for him and put his bed straight. He had made sure the stall door was locked, so there was no possibility of the Black’s getting to the mare—but he knew his horse’s squeals would go on most of the night. There was nothing more to be done except wait for morning, when he could leave.

He wondered if it had been a mistake to stay. Perhaps he should have tried to make it, even going with Odin part of the way. But he didn’t trust the old man. A short while ago, he had seen him disappear into the gravelike hush of the swamp, taking to the Seminole village the message which the captain had given him. No, Alec decided, he would not have wanted to go along with Odin.

Yet how much safer was he here? Alec tried to shrug off this line of thought. It was silly to think he was in any danger. He was with another horseman who had been good enough to put him up for the night.

A mist hung over the silver-blue sheen of the swamp; the stars shone like primrose diamonds in the heavens. It was really a very beautiful night. Nothing moved. Nothing stirred. One should feel a great peace on such a night, and yet …

Alec felt no peace, only a sudden dread. He tried to shake it off and couldn’t. He had the crazy thought that the captain would not have let him leave the hammock even if it hadn’t been for the storm. Why did the captain want him there?

The strange house where he must spend the night loomed before him.
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Alec was given a bedroom on the second floor. After washing, he went to the open window that looked out over the swamp to the south and west. He still had no idea why the captain was in the Everglades. It had to be for reasons other than privacy, although Alec was sure that must have something to do with it. Was it, as well, to retrace the steps of his long-dead ancestor, the guide to a Spanish Conquistador? If so, why?

Alec could feel the throbbing in his temples; he knew it to be a self-warning of danger despite the aura of peace and quiet that had settled over the hammock and the swamp.

Why did he feel the need to be so alert when everything appeared to be perfectly all right? The message had been sent to Sugarfoot Ranch. In the light of early morning, he would be on his way back.

Yet appearances could be deceptive, and the captain seemed anything but normal. Alec remained at the window, his face silhouetted against the light, breathing in the night air.

He wasn’t afraid, he told himself, only concerned and cautious. If he had been afraid, he would have been able to smell his fear; it had a scent of its own and was unmistakable. He hated it.

He had every right to be suspicious. He couldn’t be certain Odin had taken the message to the Indian village and that it would reach the ranch. However, there was nothing he could do about it except to be alert every minute he remained on the hammock. Caution was not cowardice. Caution was born of wisdom that he had acquired the hard way. Like the captain, he, too, was a professional.

Alec gazed at the vast expanse of saw grass and wondered how much of it was tinder-dry. The afternoon storm had done little to relieve the drought, but at least it was the forerunner of the wet season to come, when torrential rains would help keep the Everglades alive.

He saw no evidence of smoke or fire as a result of the lightning. Yet he knew that in some areas the deep deposits of peat soil were powder-dry and, once ignited, might smolder for days, if not weeks. There was always the danger of the sea of grass becoming a sea of fire from such a storm. It was not a prospect to make one feel at ease. He turned away from the window and left the room.

He had reached the top of the dimly lit stairs when he heard the music. It was very faint at first, then it swelled, mounting to a clash of cymbals before fading away again.

Alec started down the stairs. The captain must be playing a record on the phonograph he had seen earlier. The music had a strange, dreamlike quality.

He heard a thin, haunting piping sound and, despite his knowing that he was listening to a record, a shiver went up his back. It was a long flute passage, mysterious and remote, and yet he was certain he had heard it before!

Alec came to a dead stop, for the music suddenly created a feeling that something was about to happen. The haunting flute passage ended but other sounds from other instruments came to him in the darkness of the stairs, taking him far beyond the house to the outer world of stars and distant solitude.

He shook his head, trying to rid himself of the strange mood that had come over him. It was weird music, almost uncanny. The notes seemed to have receding echoes, giving him the distinct impression that he was listening to the shrill cries of distant birds. It was ominous music and yet he found he was not frightened by it. Instead it brought to him a feeling of excitement, an intoxicating sense of danger, of challenge!

The flute passage began again. He listened to the shrill, piping notes, wondering why they sounded familiar to him. He could not have explained the way he felt except by saying that he seemed to be suspended in some kind of dream.

There had to be a reason for the familiarity of the notes. He sought it desperately, knowing that the explanation would shake the unreal mood that held him. The answer finally came to him.

The bird notes he had heard on his way here! The notes had followed him for a short while. Actually he had never seen the bird, if it had been a bird at all.

The music quickened and Alec’s heart raced with it. Perhaps it was only a coincidence that the haunting notes of the flute were similar to the ones he had heard in the brush; yet the similarity alarmed him. He smelled his own fear.

The music came to an end but it was a full minute before Alec moved. Only when he heard the unmistakable sounds of the captain removing the record from the turntable did he continue down the stairs. When he entered the large living room he had regained control of himself.

The captain, searching Alec’s eyes to learn his reaction to the weird music, shifted his gaze to Alec’s hands. Alec quickly unclenched them. He had no intention of letting the man know what he was thinking. He moved easily across the room to the phonograph and glanced at the record.

“I’ve never heard more ghostly music,” he said.

“Many find it frightening,” the captain answered, his voice oddly deep. He placed the record on a high shelf.

“I’m not surprised,” Alec said quietly.

For the first time, he noticed the twitching of a muscle on the right side of the captain’s cheek. Evidently the man wasn’t as relaxed as he pretended to be. It made it easier for Alec to meet the captain’s eyes.

“Although I helped write the music,” the captain continued, “there are times when it frightens me, too.” He smiled slightly and put a hand on Alec’s arm, leading him across the room to the high-backed chairs beside the fireplace.

“You’re a composer as well?” Alec asked, impressed. Frightening as the music had been, he recognized its high quality.

“Oh, no, Alec,” the captain said. He lit the oil lamp overhead. “It’s the only music I’ve ever written and it happened quite by accident. Well, if not by accident, under rather strange circumstances. Would you like to hear about it?”

Alec sensed the captain’s mood and knew he would go on without any encouragement from him, but he nodded anyway.

Several seconds passed before the captain spoke again. “I have no musical talent, but like most circus performers I have always given intense thought to the music that accompanies my act.” His dark eyes were staring into space. “In many ways the music is as important as the training, for it creates the mood to which performers, as well as the audience, respond.

“Years ago, I had a friend in Paris, a remarkable music teacher, a man of great skill and talent. I told André of my new act and asked him for music that would give my mare the necessary cues for her movements and, at the same time, create an ethereal, ghostlike mood.”

The captain paused, his eyes becoming focused on Alec again. “You see, Alec, she works alone in the ring.”

“Alone?” Alec repeated. “Without your hands and legs to guide her? I wouldn’t think it possible.”

“Her cues are set to music, as I have said,” the captain went on quickly and with pride. “Not easy, of course, but I have accomplished it. She works in a dim spotlight in a darkened arena. It is most effective.”

“I should think so,” Alec said, impressed.

“She is called The Ghost. Do you think it is a little too frightening for Americans?”

“Not at all,” Alec said, smiling and feeling more at ease. “Ghosts are popular in America, too.”

“Bon, that is fine, for I did not want to change it. But to return to my music. I told André that I must have an original composition, something entirely different to create the mood I wanted for The Ghost.

“I recall pacing his studio, trying to explain to him what I meant. I began humming to help transfer my thoughts to music. And, as always when I’m perplexed, I began rubbing the little figurine which I have carried since I was a small boy.”

The captain paused, a large hand digging into his pants pocket. He held a small image before Alec’s eyes. “This is she,” he said in a confiding tone. “Without her I would be nothing.”

Alec stared in astonishment at the grotesque object in the captain’s hand. It was yellow and might well have been solid gold. Even so, it was not the value of the figurine that startled him but the large head with the small green eyes and the long, pointed ears. The body was frightening, too, for it was thin and horribly twisted, as if she—if it could be called a female figure—was in agony.

Never in Alec’s life had he seen a more ugly, evil-looking object. He tried to keep the disgust from his face, for the captain was holding the figurine lovingly in his large black hands. Only when his fingers closed over the figurine, shutting it off from Alec’s view, did he resume his story.

“You must understand, Alec,” he went on, his tone still confiding, “that André was a man to whom music was the most important thing in life. He had no use for would-be musicians like myself. Nevertheless, he listened to my humming a long while and then he said, ‘Philippe, you are a most peculiar man in many ways.’

“Then he asked me to continue my humming while he put the notes down on paper. At first, I thought he meant it just as a gesture. But he was serious, and in a moment I had lost my self-consciousness and the melody came effortlessly, almost of its own accord. I recall feeling very strange at the time and yet being very calm about it.

“The only thing that mattered,” the captain went on, “was that I knew the tune was exactly right for the mood I’d hoped to create. André knew it, too. He asked me to repeat it time and time again. I had no trouble obliging him for it was as if I had always known it.”

The captain’s gaze met Alec’s. “This I know now to be true, Alec. The melody itself was deep in my subconscious, some memory of my parents’ or grandparents’ singing when I was a child, its origin more Carib Indian than Haitian or African. All my life I have obeyed the promptings of my inner self and it has accounted for much of what I have accomplished in my work. No one else would have dared attempt to train an haute école horse to obey musical cues!”

Alec wanted to look away from the captain’s unblinking gaze but couldn’t, so he nodded his head in full agreement. He must not make an enemy of this man. Nothing was as simple as it sounded, but he’d better believe the captain if he wanted to remain friends with him.

“André completed the arrangements, writing parts for all the instruments, and we had an original composition of breathtaking beauty so right for my act.”

Alec said nothing, not thinking it wise to bring up the fearful quality of the music as well. He watched the curled fingers of the man’s hand open and once again the gold figurine was exposed to his view.

“Do you believe in the powers of the supernatural, Alec?” the captain asked softly.

Alec tried to shrug off a sudden feeling of dread. He said half-jokingly, “I carry a good-luck piece like a lot of other superstitious jockeys, if that’s what you mean.”

“I mean much more than that,” the captain said. “Do you believe in signs and omens?”

“I suppose everyone feels he’s had a premonition now and then of something that might happen. But to answer your question, no, I don’t believe in signs and omens, Captain.”

“It is not your nature to believe as it is mine,” the captain said. “I am more superstitious than most men. I believe strongly in her powers.” He raised the figurine to Alec’s face. “I must never let her fall into strange, unkind hands.”

Again Alec fought the impulse to turn away from the frightening ugliness of the image. He must not let the captain know how he felt. He stared into the figurine’s green eyes held opposite his own. They seemed to be winking back at him. He knew his imagination was playing tricks on him but he didn’t turn away. Why did the captain want to know how much he could take before he revealed his fears openly?

The green eyes continued winking and Alec had no idea how many minutes he looked into them before the captain put the figurine back in his pocket.

“It has been in my family for many, many generations,” the captain said, his voice now more matter-of-fact. “Strangely enough, some of my ancestors believed—as does Odin—that it was found in an Indian burial mound not far from this hammock.”

Alec closed his eyes for a few seconds and lightly pressed his fingers over his lids. One more piece had been fitted into the puzzle, he thought. The captain had returned to the area where his beloved figurine was believed to have been found. But Alec no longer cared to learn the reason why. All he wished was that he had never ridden to the hammock.

He didn’t want the captain to confide in him, whatever reason the man might have for doing it. Alec had a premonition of his own now. He knew too much already, and if he learned more, he might never be allowed to leave.

“I like you, Alec,” the captain was saying softly. “You are a very imaginative person. You would not have come this way today if you were not. While you are practical about many things, you often live in a magical world. Am I not right?”

“No more than others I know,” Alec said. “Having an imagination is part of living. I came this way because I had never seen the real Everglades and I was curious.”

“Of course,” the captain answered. The ghost of a smile reappeared on his thick lips. “You are young, so you are imaginative and curious. Most adults lose both those traits very quickly in their attempts to be useful and practical. There are few who believe there is anything that might ever excel, even surpass, life itself!”

Alec studied the captain’s intent face, wondering how far he could go. Finally he said, “You must be kidding. Even young people wouldn’t go so far as to believe that.”

There was no humor in the masklike face before him, and Alec knew he had miscalculated when the captain’s dark eyes burned into his own. He should have kept quiet. He believed now that he was coping with a man not completely sane.

Their gazes held and Alec did his best not to betray his convictions. Finally the captain smiled and the tension was broken. “You have nothing to fear from me, Alec. I make no apologies for my beliefs and I certainly do not want you to forgive me for them. Please do not look at me as if I were a mentally sick person and you must humor me. That is too much, and I would like us to continue being friends.”

Alec was startled by the ease with which the captain had read his mind and even more by the direct accusation. “I meant no criticism of you or what you believe in,” he said quickly. “One lives according to his own beliefs, not those of others.”

“Très bien, that is what I hoped you’d say! You are a very tolerant fellow, Alec.”

Alec wondered where such a conversation was leading and how he’d ever get through the night. He tried to read the captain’s face.

“It is for that reason I wanted you to stay,” the captain said.

Alec smiled, surprised at his courage in confrontation with this man. “Because you believe I am a very tolerant fellow?” he asked. “Only that?”

“Of course, Alec,” the captain said kindly, staring at him fixedly. “You are the kind of person who would not think it a complete waste of time to pursue another’s fantasies even though you did not believe in them yourself.”

“And that is important to you?” Alec asked.

“Oui, it is important to me,” the captain repeated. “I have waited a long time to tell someone what I know to be true. But what more I have to say can wait until we have had our dinner. I have talked long enough for now.”

Alec watched the captain rise from his chair, his tall body moving easily and with perfect coordination. He strode toward the kitchen like a tiger in motion.

What more did the captain mean to tell him? Alec wondered. His muscles felt tense and he sought to relax them by getting to his feet and walking around the room. He must be ready to move in any direction at a second’s notice. He had no intention of being easy prey to a man who had the stealth and cunning of a jungle animal. He would have to be on guard every moment during the long night to come.
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“I believe in a world that is far from ordinary,” the captain told Alec after dinner, “one that transcends anything yet conceived or even considered by serious and practical people. If I told them what I tell you, they would think me mad.”

Alec said nothing. All through dinner he had done little but listen to the captain speak of images and symbols that had guided the course of his life. His was more a dark world of mystery and fantasy than one of imagination, pure and simple. The captain might well be a citizen of France, but his Haitian ancestry was the root and essence of all he believed.

“I have not lived in vain, Alec,” the captain went on, “for I have proof of everything I have told you.”

“But why tell me?” Alec asked. “I do not believe all this.”

“Because your coming here is one of the signs,” the captain replied quietly.

“In what way?”

“When I saw your horse on Swedish television, I knew I would find him in America. Truthfully, I did not expect our paths to cross in this swamp, but now I realize it could not have been otherwise.”

“But why my horse?” Alec asked. He knew the answer and was only stalling for time. It had been evident from the moment the captain had set eyes upon the Black that he coveted him for his mare.

“Your horse is worthy of The Ghost, and I would like her to have a foal,” the captain said.

“The Black can’t be used now,” Alec said, surprised at the cold defiance in his voice. He saw quick anger come to the man’s eyes and added more warily, “You must understand, Captain. You’re a horseman. I don’t have to tell you what using him now would mean.”

Alec searched the captain’s face for understanding but found none; there was only a creeping coldness that was more frightening than anger would have been. He knew now why the captain had wanted him to stay. It had nothing to do with companionship; this man had no need for the company of others. It was only his horse the captain wanted.

The man stared steadily at Alec for a long while. Then he spoke and, surprisingly, his voice was kind. “Of course I understand, Alec. As you say, I am a professional horseman like yourself. We must have patience to get what we want, n’est-ce pas? Later, then?”

“Yes, later,” Alec repeated. “There’ll be no problem when the racing season is over.” For a moment he felt that he could cope with this man if they continued to talk of horses. He sought to keep to the subject.

“You will be without an act when she’s with foal,” he said.

The captain shrugged. “Oui,” he agreed. “But she has worked a long time. She is not young any more. I will use another horse or, perhaps, I will wait until her colt is old enough to train.”

“It might be a filly,” Alec suggested. “Then you’d have a mare to take her place.”

“I hope not. A stallion is easier, much easier than a mare to train for the ring.”

Alec shook his head. “I don’t follow you,” he said. “I can’t see a stallion being as tractable as your mare, especially one with the Black in him. He’d blow up in the ring.”

“No, Alec,” the captain said. “With a stallion there is just one fight, always at the beginning. When he learns that you are his master, it is over and the rest is easy. With most mares the fight is never over.”

Alec said, “I suppose it depends on the temperament of the stallion.”

“Of course, some fight longer than others, but in the end they all become obedient. They quickly learn to avoid punishment, while mares do not.”

“You can’t punish the Black,” Alec said. “You can ask and even be firm, but if you fight him, he’ll fight back.”

“That’s part of training, Alec,” the captain said, his eyes suddenly afire. “But you must win. There is no other way. A horse is the slave to man, not his master.”

Alec dropped his gaze, reminding himself once more that he must not antagonize this man. At times the captain seemed sensible, even friendly, but he was always dangerous. Alec warned himself not to forget it for a moment.

Suddenly the captain sprang to his feet, lightly, silently, and again Alec was reminded of a jungle cat as he watched him go over to the trunk beside the fireplace.

“Now I will show you more, Alec,” he called from across the room, “much more.” He removed the thick folder and returned to the table.

Sitting down again, he pulled out all the papers in the folder and spread them across the table for Alec to see. In addition to the circus prints Alec had seen that afternoon, there were handwritten notes and some legal-looking documents with signs and figures and coats of arms. Most of them were in old-fashioned handwriting, in Spanish and French and still other languages that Alec did not recognize. There were musty drawings of strange, weird creatures, half man, half animal—primitive art of the kind a child might draw. All were very old, for the ink was faded and the papers tissue-thin.

The captain’s face bore the look of one on a great adventure and his eyes burned with intensity.

“These records tell of the old race from which I come,” he said. “A few were in my possession before I visited Haiti. It was there I found Odin and he had the others hidden away, given to him by his father and to his father before him, to the beginning of—”

He checked himself and paused a moment, as if undecided how much to tell Alec. Finally he continued. “The first of these old records was made by my ancestor who was chief guide to the Conquistador Pedro Menéndez de Avilés.

“It is an account of what happened in Florida and the record was passed on to his son, who, it was said, had powers out of the ordinary in Haiti. He was regarded as being very strong and fearless by his people, even worshiped by some. He was half Carib Indian and half African, a most potent mixture of bloods.”

The captain paused again and his dark eyes had a far-off look, as if some strong feeling stirred within him. Alec detected, too, a quick flash of fear as if he thought he might be betraying a secret and would have to pay the consequences. Nevertheless, after a moment the captain continued.

“It was he who made his way to this swamp and lived here for many years before returning to Haiti. Most of these drawings were done by him.”

The captain picked one up, studying it carefully. “He brought back a legend that has been passed on from generation to generation in my family. Even I considered it full of impossible events, but it has remained with me always.”

Alec was moved by the emotion he saw in the man’s face, and despite his self-warning to be cautious, he knew that the captain’s excitement was being transmitted to him. It was as if the captain had entered a magical world with new and unheard-of joys in the offing. Yet there could also be new and unheard-of dangers! Alec turned away. He wanted no part of the captain’s strange undiscovered world.

Finally, against his will, he turned back. The captain had gone to the darkened window. On his face was a look of haunted longing for someone or something he desperately wanted to see. Alec was stirred again by emotions he did not understand. He glanced out the window himself, half expecting to see a vision, anything that would account for the strange feeling he had that there was a persistent calling coming from outside. But there was nothing beyond the open window, only the blackness of the night. Not a whisper came from the swamp.

“The legend is of Koví, believed by my people to be one of the most powerful of all supernatural beings,” the captain said quietly without turning to Alec. “It was said that he swept through the trees like a giant firefly, his belly flashing, with smoke and flame pouring from his mouth and nostrils.”

“And you believe this?” Alec asked incredulously.

“I believe what I have been told,” the captain answered. “As I have said, Alec, mine is an old people with old beliefs and mysteries; I would not expect you to believe them.”

He turned away from the window, his eyes meeting Alec’s. “Nor should you,” he went on, “for they are not of the ordinary.”

“Then why are you telling me?” Alec asked. The Haitian people were well known for their supernatural beliefs, some as strong today as they were in the time of the captain’s ancestors.

“I am not sure why I tell you this,” the captain answered. “It is, perhaps, simply that you are here as I am here. It might be for the reason that you, too, are a professional horseman. The signs may have shown you the way here as they did me.”

Alec dropped his gaze. The captain gave the impression he had embarked on some great and marvelous adventure. Alec had no desire to go along. He tried to decide what best to do. Again he warned himself not to antagonize this man. He must hang on to the lingering belief that the captain, despite his supernatural beliefs, meant him no harm.

“Do you mean the legend has to do with horses?” Alec asked.

“Very much so,” the captain answered. “My people looked upon horses as gods returning to earth in animal form. They ran in terror before the mounted Spaniards, believing them to have supernatural powers that enabled them to control the god-horses.

“However, my great ancestor, the chief guide to de Avilés, knew the horses were animals and, according to his records, wanted a mount of his own. De Avilés promised him a horse if he would betray his people by leading the Spaniards into the swamp where the Caribs were hiding. This he did quickly and with no remorse.

“During the attack, the Caribs in their terror and need called upon Koví for help. They asked him to destroy those who had gained control over the god-horses. It is written in the records that Koví answered by bringing swift death to the invaders, and upon my great ancestor fell the most dreadful fate of all. Upon him and his family the curse of Koví, a fear and suffering worse than death itself, would forever remain.”

“That’s primitive nonsense,” Alec said.

“Perhaps I would think as you do,” the captain answered, “if Odin had not convinced me otherwise. When I arrived in Haiti a month ago, he was dying. I found him on the floor of his hut, his body twisted in agony and his flesh as cold as death. I thought him dead until I opened his eyelids and found him staring at me in mortal terror. He seemed to know who I was, for his twisted body, which I had thought paralyzed, uncoiled with the lithe movement of a snake, and he jumped to his feet.

“I hardly knew what he was up to when he grabbed the figurine from my hand. As I have told you, I often hold it when I’m under any kind of stress or strain. I attempted to get it back from him, telling him who I was, but he continued to look at me in horror, as if he believed some terrible thing about me. It was then, too, I realized that his twisted body was not unlike that of the figurine.

“He began to speak in a kind of monotone, never taking his eyes from mine. I barely understood him. It sounded as if he were warning me of something from which there was no escape. There were only a few intelligible phrases that I could make out and ‘the curse of Koví,’ repeated over and over again.

“As the moments passed, I found that to understand his mutterings really didn’t matter much to me. I had become very dizzy, almost to the point of fainting, which had never happened to me before. It was a shaking experience. Lights seemed to flash from behind my eyes. My ears drummed to the sound of his monotone. I didn’t collapse but I came very close to it.

“I don’t really know how long it went on. When I recovered my senses I found myself sitting across from him on the dirt floor, my legs folded as were his, and strangely conversing with him as if we had known each other a long time.

“He seemed to know why I had come to Haiti, more than I understood myself, actually. He knew that I am a professional horseman. How, I do not know, even now. Throughout our conversation, his eyes never lost the expression of looking at me as one marked for death; yet there was compassion in his gaze, too, as if he sincerely wanted to help me—or perhaps it was that he believed we could gain strength from each other.

“It was shortly thereafter that he dug up a metal canister containing most of the old records and drawings you see on the table. He gave them to me, as if wanting to rid himself of them. Perhaps that was so, for I know now they were responsible for his condition when I found him.

“I stayed with him, and during the hour that followed, the terror seemed to leave his body. When I asked him how this thing had come about, he told me that the curse of Koví was upon him for having used a horse in the tilling of his land. I laughed at this but was stopped short by his shrill warning that I, being a professional horseman and of the family, would suffer the most horrible death of all if something was not done to help me.

“When I heard this and looked more closely at the drawing of Koví in my hands, I felt the greatest fear of my life. I wanted to get away immediately—from Odin, from Haiti, from everything my family represented. But I knew I could not run. It was too late for that. I held the ancient records of my family in my hands. I had nowhere to go but to pursue the legend of Koví. This I knew instinctively and without any doubt, as if I had known always that such a time would come.”

The captain paused and Alec remained silent. The captain’s world was one he never would understand. He could call it “primitive nonsense,” but to the captain it was far more than that.

“I tell you this, Alec, not expecting you to understand but hoping that it will help satisfy your curiosity as to why I am here with Odin. The curse of Koví is upon us.”

The captain paused again and no breath seemed to stir within him. “In possessing these ancestral records and drawings,” he went on, “I have become involved in what has gone before and, in effect, am held to be an intrinsic part of it. As Fate would have it, I am a horseman not unlike the first of my great ancestors, who betrayed his own people to possess a horse. It is my objective to pursue the legend to the end, to Koví himself, if he exists more than in the minds of men, so that I will be freed from the curse of my ancestors.”

The captain studied Alec’s face, then picked up the papers from the table. “Do I need to tell you, Alec,” he said, “that according to these records the home of Koví is in this area?”

“You’re crazy,” Alec said quickly, without thinking.

Surprisingly, no anger showed in the captain’s face.

“No, Alec,” he said. “I have all the proof I need. He was seen by my people, and it is written in their records. There is the drawing, too, of what they saw. Would you like to see it?”

Without waiting for a reply, the captain picked up one of the drawings and handed it to Alec.

Alec was determined not to recoil at the sight of a weird picture, any more than he had when he saw the grotesque figurine. Each was the work of a superstitious mind, producing what it wanted to see. Yet a feeling of terror swept over him as he looked at the drawing.

He had expected to see a drawing of a supernatural monster, half man, half animal, anything but the childlike lines that filled the tissue-thin paper. He could make out no central figure. There was just a series of designs, mosaic in composition, depicting eyes and limbs and parts of bodies, some recognizable and others not.

The very air in the room grew cold. The drawing was obviously the work of a person whose imagination was guided by the subconscious.

“What do you see?” the captain asked anxiously. When Alec did not reply, he repeated his question.

It was like looking at a picture puzzle and being asked, “How many objects can you find? What do you see?” Alec thought. Only this puzzle conveyed more than one’s eyes beheld; it transmitted a cumulative force of dread that was almost overpowering. He was seeing it as he was meant to see it, journeying back through time to view the drawing through the eyes and primitive mind of the person who had created it.

“I don’t know,” he said finally, although in truth he saw many things. An open mouth spoke soundless words to him. A misshapen face that could be part of a horse’s head became more terrifying and repulsive as he looked at it. A single dark eye stared back at him from the lower left-hand corner. He recognized a piece of mane and a lone hoof, both seeming to move before his eyes. There were muscleless jaws, open and dripping. There were many more, human and animal and those he did not know. All were hidden within the drawing but easy to find if one wanted to see them.

“Koví exists in many forms,” the captain said, his mouth twisting in a smile. “His description has varied from generation to generation.”

Alec turned from the drawing to stare blankly at the captain.

“There is a humpbacked hammock just to the southwest of here, and according to the records, that is the home of Koví,” the captain continued. “I have been there with Odin during the day. The way is not easy, but much of the area has been drained by the new canals and thereby made accessible by foot. That, too, is one of the signs which I cannot ignore.”

Alec shuddered, finding it hard to comprehend that the captain believed so strongly in his omens and signs that he would risk his life in pursuing them. His fate, as Alec saw it, lay in his ability not to get lost in the saw-grass wilderness or founder in the black bottomless muck.

“And you believe you will find Koví there?” he asked incredulously.

The captain shrugged his shoulders. “I do not know,” he said quietly. “I know only that the signs point that way and I will go.”

There was total resignation in the captain’s voice, and for the first time Alec felt sympathy for him.

“But if Koví is as dangerous as you believe him to be, won’t that mean your death, too?” he asked. He didn’t know if he was humoring the captain or if he really wanted to hear the rest of this incredible story of a man’s quest for a supernatural being!

“I cannot believe that I was led all this way to die,” the captain said. “If that were true, I would know. But even if I were given such an ominous sign, I would not turn back or change my plans. It is not possible to avoid disaster if it is to come.”

Alec turned away, unable to look at the man any longer. He had no doubt that the captain believed every word he said. The captain cherished his bondage to the dark world of mystery and superstition he had believed in since he was a child, as his people had before him. To anyone else the story of Koví was incredible, but to the captain it was true. He would pursue his quest until the end.

Alec remained in his seat while the captain gathered up the papers and returned them to the trunk. The end of the captain’s search for Koví would come from the natural dangers of the swamp, which punished invaders quickly when mistakes were made.

Alec rose to his feet, wondering if he would be able to break free of the captain’s dark world even in the morning. He now had no doubt that he shared the company of a man not completely sane. There was no other answer to all this, regardless of what sense he had tried to make out of it before.

“If you don’t mind, Captain,” he said, “I’ll go to bed. I’m tired and I want to get an early start in the morning.”

The man turned to him, his eyes searching. “Certainly I have no objection,” he said kindly. “It has been a long day for you, and I have spoken of too many things that have bewildered you. Bonsoir, Alec. We will see each other in the morning.”

“Good night,” Alec said. As tired as he was, he knew it would be a long time before he slept, if sleep came at all. At least he would rest while awaiting the first light of dawn.
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Alec stood before the open window of his second-floor bedroom and stared into the night. It was a beautiful evening with a gigantic span of sky spread before him and a full moon just beginning to rise above the saw grass. To the southwest he could see the high humpbacked outline of a hammock which he believed was the captain’s objective, the home of Koví.

Certainly he did not believe any part of such a fantastic story! Yet he knew that his own vivid imagination made him very vulnerable to the captain’s ramblings.

He turned his mind to other thoughts, knowing he’d get no sleep otherwise. The seemingly endless miles of saw grass glistened beneath the star-spangled sky. He saw many hammocks studding the swamp, like islands in a watery wilderness. He stared at the moon and was conscious of the stillness. Such a world belonged more to night than to day, he decided. It was almost like being alone in the universe.

Here in the Everglades, nature would forever triumph over man, regardless of how many drainage ditches were dug. The swamp was vast and confident in its solitude.

Alec wondered why he had been frightened by the swamp during the day but not at night. Perhaps it was the great silence, that and the deep peace that seemed to accompany it. He listened. Any sound would carry miles with bell-like clarity on such a night. But he heard nothing, no shrill cries of distant birds or receding echoes. He was alone, the vast swampland calmly ignoring his presence or, perhaps, accepting him as a friend.

He believed he would be able to sleep. Leaving the window, he went to his bed and stretched out on it, fully clothed. He closed his eyes and kept his thoughts on the great silence outside the window, waiting for sleep to come. It had been a long, hard day and he was very tired.

He didn’t know how long he lay there or, actually, whether or not he had slept, when he saw a pair of eyes staring at him in the darkness. They were startlingly cold and dark—like obsidian. He believed it was the captain and asked quickly, “What are you doing here?”

He attempted to get up but found he could not rise from the bed. He struggled but could not move. It was then he realized that he must be asleep and dreaming. But no dream had ever been so vivid to him before.

He began struggling again and found he was able to wiggle his body across the bed but not rise from it. Nor could he tear his gaze away from the eyes that held him. He believed there was a living presence in the room with him but he did not know whether it was the captain or not. He wanted only to rise and run, yet he could not. And try as he might, he could not wake up to rid himself of the horrible dream.

He opened his mouth but nothing came forth although he shouted as loud as he could. He continued struggling, working his body from one end of the bed to the other in an attempt to rouse himself from his dream. Always the eyes followed him, moving with him, holding him.

He was able to think with a clarity he had not thought possible in a dream. He believed his subconscious was playing tricks on him, recalling in his sleep the captain’s unwavering hypnotic stare. He ceased struggling and sought to make out the face behind the eyes. He lay very still.

He stared into the depth of the darkness. An image of terror was vague but there! He made out a misshapen head with no distinguishable features, known yet unknown. He believed that the horror which had seemed a dream was not a dream but reality! The thought brought superhuman strength to his limbs and he tried to break the invisible bonds that held him to the bed while the misshapen head hovered directly above him. His lips moved but no sound came. A sweet, sickening odor filled his nostrils. He threw back his head, gasping from the overpowering scent and his efforts to break away. He twisted, squirmed, seeking escape.

Madness possessed him and he found that he had the strength to heave his body forward. His eyes bulged in their sockets as he sought to raise his hands from the bedsheets to strike back at whatever was above him. He succeeded in lifting his hands and, fighting for breath, tried to protect himself. Words poured forth from his lips for the first time. He did not know what he was saying, nor did he recognize his voice, which was distorted and unnatural. His hands sought to seize the fleshless face!

Suddenly, as if he had broken through a ghostly barrier, he was wide awake. The bedsheets were wringing wet and his breath came in great gasps as he gulped air into his lungs. He was alone in the room. The moonlight made it bright enough to enable him to see that no one was there.

He went to the washbasin and doused his head in cold water. There had been nothing, he told himself savagely.

It had been a dream, prompted by the stories of a man who believed in the supernatural. He had succumbed to them in his sleep, his own imagination giving way to what he had been told. It was an experience he never wanted to go through again.

Everyone dreamed, he told himself, and this one had been a nightmare to end all nightmares.

The room darkened as a cloud passed over the moon. He went to the window and looked out across the saw grass. A chill swept over him, which he attributed to the sudden cooling of the night and not to his fear. The moon emerged and once more the room was filled with ghostly light.

There was nothing to fear from a dream, even a nightmare, he told himself. Yet his heart continued thudding against his chest as he attempted to bring order to his thoughts.

Judging by the height of the moon, he had been asleep all of two hours. He had seen the frightening image in his dream because of the captain’s story of Koví and the horrible drawing. It made little difference whether or not he believed in Koví, he told himself. Known or unknown, real or not real, the monster now lived in his subconscious.

Alec’s heart thudded faster as he accepted this fact. He remained at the window, not wanting to go to bed lest he dream again. He wondered if it were possible to die of fear caused by a dream. Quickly he rid himself of such a thought by dousing his head in water again. He would remain awake the rest of the night. Tomorrow and during the days that followed, when normal life resumed, he would forget Koví. It would be as if this night had never been.

Meanwhile he sought inner peace and comfort from the tranquility of the swamp. The skies were clear and for a long while Alec listened to the stillness of the night. He felt absolutely alone in the world. There came to him the gentle sound of a breeze stirring the palm fronds and water.

His heart resumed its normal beat. Taut muscles relaxed. He responded to his freedom from the nightmare by walking across the room and back. Suddenly he came to a stop before the window again, every sense alert.

He had heard a sound outside. It was not the lapping of the water or the stirring of a palm frond. It was the soft stealth of moving feet, not those of an animal but a man!

His keen eyes searched the darkness for movement that would betray another’s presence. A moment passed, then a black silhouette stepped around the corner of the house into the moonlight. The figure stood still, legs astride. Was it Odin returning from the Indian village? The silhouette was too large and tall for him, more the size of the captain, Alec decided.

He waited for the figure to move, hoping the man would pass beneath his window so he might see him better. Finally the figure strode silently by and Alec had no trouble recognizing the captain.

Alec stepped back from the window. He had no intention of leaving the room. He cared nothing about what the captain did at night; it was no concern of his. The captain might well be off to his eternal quest of Koví. It made no difference. He would remain in the bedroom until dawn.

It was only as the moments passed that Alec’s resolution wavered. He wondered if he might not be doing exactly what the captain had planned. What if the captain’s story of Koví had been only a hoax to frighten him into keeping to his room, asleep or not? The captain coveted the Black for his mare. Perhaps he had no intention of waiting until the end of the racing season to breed his mare as had been agreed, not when he had the opportunity to do it now!

Distant, muffled snorts reached Alec’s ears and he went quickly to the door, his decision made. A cold anger swept over him as he ran down the stairs. The captain took what he wanted; he was as remorseless as he was powerful; he would stop at nothing to breed his mare to the Black!

Alec opened the front door and sped down the porch steps into the night. He ran across the yard, knowing what he had to do. No hands would touch the Black but his own. This he would fight for, regardless of the odds against him.

There was no caution to his movements as he approached the barn. He heard the Black’s shrill neigh, meant clearly for the mare, and he knew he was too late.
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Alec stopped at the barn. The horses were behind it and not far away. At first he was aware only of the beauty of the blending of their bodies, coal-black and silver-gray. They were a tableau in the shimmering light of the moon. The mare was tied to the fence and stood absolutely still, almost as if frozen by the arrogance of the Black, who was alongside her, his tail held high and neck arched mightily. His small head was thrust out to hers and she squealed excitedly in answer to his panting snorts. He bit her lightly on the neck, and when she retaliated by striking out at him with her hind legs, he skillfully jumped away, then immediately closed in on her again. It was a game he knew well, one of a mare testing a stallion’s strength before final acquiescence.

Only then did Alec become fully aware of the captain and what he was doing. He had the Black by the long shank chain and was attempting to curb the stallion’s excitement by yanking it repeatedly. He shouted something in French at the top of his voice. Then, as if suddenly realizing his commands were not in the language the stallion understood, he shouted in English, “Back! When I say back, you back!”

The stallion screamed in rage and pain but continued to ignore the man for the waiting mare. His consuming interest was in her despite the captain’s efforts. He plunged toward her again and bit her more threateningly, low on the neck and in front of the withers. He held on to her this time, whirling her around again and again until she stood quietly before him. He could be as rough as required, but gentle as well. He began licking her wounds.

Suddenly the sharp, agonizing pain in his mouth was more than he could bear. He went back on his hind legs, seeking relief.

Alec ran across the clearing, knowing the captain had the shank chain under the stallion’s lips and across his gums, the snap attached to the halter ring on the far side. If he didn’t stop the captain, the Black in his pain and frenzy would kill him!

The stallion had turned his attention from the mare to strike savagely at the man who was causing him so much pain. But the captain moved fast, escaping the intended blow; then he began using the powerful leverage in his hands to its utmost. Repeatedly he pulled down the shank with all his strength. The Black went back on his haunches in an effort to escape the pain of the chain cutting viciously into his gums.

“Assez! Ça suffit! Enough!” the captain screamed at the stallion while backing him with terrible force. “You are a devil! You do not treat her this way! You go forward when I say you do, not before!” Relentlessly he jerked downward on the shank until the Black was almost falling over himself in an attempt to get away.

Alec’s headlong rush brought him up behind the captain. He hurled himself upon the man’s back, seeking to pin his arms to his side and prevent him from using the shank. For a few seconds he held on, his onslaught coming as a complete surprise to the captain. He sought to topple the great body clasped in his arms by throwing his own weight to one side as leverage. He managed to bring the captain to one knee, but suddenly the man straightened and swung upward and back with all his strength.

Alec knew immediately that he was no match for this man in deadly combat. He was hurled to one side and around. He held on to the bulging neck while being whirled like a pinwheel; then a large hand caught him by the shoulder, and the other hand, clenched into a fist, smashed against the side of his head. He fell hard upon the ground.

Instantly there was the taste of blood in his mouth. He didn’t quite lose consciousness, for he could hear shouts from the captain and squeals from the Black. The blood seemed never-ending and he choked upon it. Dazedly he found himself wondering if one could drown in his own blood.

He fought to maintain consciousness. His vision was blurred but he could make out the captain’s figure as the man sought to regain control of the Black. The stallion was plunging toward him, squealing and pawing.

The captain avoided the flying hoofs and tried to stop the horse. He jerked on the shank chain but his move came an instant too late. The horse rose above him, standing straight up on his hind legs. The captain dodged quickly to one side, avoiding the striking forelegs again, but only by a few scant inches. His fear mounted. He pulled forcefully on the shank, trying to knock the stallion off balance. He was in time, for the horse screamed in pain. Confident that he had won, the captain yanked harder to bring the pawing forelegs to the ground.

The black stallion moved quickly, walking on his hind legs while his forelegs continued to strike. The captain backed off, suddenly terrified by the plunging horse who would not be beaten despite all he could do! Dropping the lead shank, he screamed a torrent of French and ran for the safety of the barn.

A moment later, the Black moved to Alec’s prone figure, his head lowered to it. His blown-out nostrils sniffed the blood and he shied clear, uncertain and troubled.

Alec tried to speak to his horse but his head was throbbing with pain and the blood that filled his throat caused a choking nausea. He was unable to utter a word, even a whisper. He tried to clear his throat but his efforts only caused the growing blackness to envelop him all the more. He lay still again, not wanting to lose total consciousness.

As if in a dream, he saw the Black return to the mare. Again their bodies blended into one. He could hear her sharp squeals and the lashing of her hoofs. There was a quick whirling of their bodies, and then, suddenly, the night became still. He could hear nothing, see nothing. The blackness was complete. Alec had lost consciousness.

The captain searched the barn looking for any weapons he might use against the stallion. A leather riding whip hung on a peg in the entryway. He took it. He had forgotten where he’d left the long-handled pitchfork, and it was several minutes before he finally found it. He was determined to protect his mare as well as himself from the onslaught of the most savage horse he had ever come across. He had judged wrong; this was no horse to be bred to his mare. The black stud was the devil himself!

Yet he did not leave the barn immediately with his weapons. For the first time in his life he was deathly afraid of a horse. He stood in the doorway where he could see the stallion whirling his mare around, dominating her, bringing her to her knees until, finally, she stood quietly before him. His heart went out to her but he could do nothing.

Moments later, when the stallion whinnied and left the mare, the captain stole silently forward, the pitchfork extended. He saw the stallion return to where Alec lay on the ground and for a fleeting second he wondered if the youth was dead. He hadn’t meant to strike him so hard. It was the horror of the moment, at finding his arms pinned from behind while the stallion came at him.

The Black sniffed the blood on Alec and shied away again. The one person who might have soothed him lay still. Suddenly a new kind of terror possessed him, one of great aloneness he had long forgotten. He drew back, startled and uncertain. A figure loomed in the night and he turned upon it.

Savagely he attacked but backed off immediately when the steel prongs of the pitchfork pierced his chest and he felt deep, agonizing pain. He sought escape, his natural instincts telling him to run to survive. The sharp prongs of the pitchfork were thrust at him again.

He whirled and ran, gaining full stride almost immediately. His mane and tail swept in the wind he created, while the lead shank trailed at his side. Fear and pain had awakened within him the memory of another life apart from the one he had lived these past years. His body responded quickly to the challenge of surviving alone by taking him toward the swamp and escape!
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“Alec,” the captain pleaded, kneeling beside the youth, “je vous en prie—” He spoke in French as if English were unknown to him, then, “I beg you—”

With difficulty Alec opened his eyes and listened to him.

“—forgive me. I did not mean to hurt you.”

There was apology and sympathy in the captain’s words but not in his eyes. Alec wiped the blood from his mouth and gathered what strength he had left; then he kicked upward with all his might. He felt the impact as his feet struck the captain in the chest, tumbling him over backwards.

Breathing hard from his effort, he staggered to his feet and threw himself upon the captain, his hands reaching for the man’s face. Once more he learned quickly that he was no match physically for the captain. He was thrown off and pinned to the ground.

The blow Alec expected didn’t come. Instead he was pulled firmly but kindly to his feet and made to walk. He was aware of nothing but the sound of the breeze in the palm trees and, a little later, the lapping of water. He shook his head, trying to clear his vision, to see where the captain had taken him.

They stood at the edge of the swamp, the house behind them.

“Where is my horse?” he pleaded. “What have you done to him?”

“He ran off. I could not stop him.” The captain would not meet Alec’s gaze. “I tried but I could not stop him,” he repeated.

The dark skin was drawn tight across the captain’s face; there was a tenseness that Alec had not seen before. He knew the man had been terrified and badly beaten by the Black. It was no consolation to him now.

“He went this way?” Alec felt his heart sink as he looked down the vein of black water that laced the saw grass before him. The bank on either side of the channel was dry from drought and drainage. He had no need to wait for the captain’s reply, for in the bright moonlight he could see the plowing of the Black’s hoofs in the muck.

Alec tried to control the wild pounding of his blood that only increased the throbbing in his head. What kind of frenzy had driven the Black into the vastness of the swamp?

The captain shrugged his shoulders. “It was his most direct route of—”

“Escape,” Alec finished bitterly. “What did you do to him after he bred your mare? That was what you wanted, wasn’t it? You planned it from the beginning. You had no intention of waiting.”

The captain turned away, and there was a moment of absolute quiet between them. Alec realized it would serve no purpose to find out why the Black had sought frenzied escape from the captain. The horrible shock was that he had chosen the swamp as his refuge, and the odds were great that he would not survive the night. There was no sound from the swamp, no sign of life except for a multitude of insects. Yet Alec knew there was an ominous massing of forces between him and his horse. His fear for the Black’s life was not from unknown dangers but from those that were very real. He was not going to lose the Black to alligators, snakes or bogs!

“Oui, Alec,” the captain said finally. “It is as you say, I could not wait. I regret it now as much as you do.”

The moon disappeared behind thin, filmy clouds and the swamp became more dark and silent, the tall reeds and bushes looking like shadowy figures in the night. It was as if a dark curtain had been dropped over this strange, terrifying land.

“It’s too late for regret,” Alec said. “I must find him.”

“You have no choice but to wait here,” the captain answered. “He will return very soon.”

“He won’t come back if the swamp claims him first,” Alec said. “I can’t take that chance.” He turned his gaze from the gleam of dark water to the deep hoofprints on the bank. “How far could he go before becoming bogged down?”

The captain stared blankly at him, hesitated, then said, “He could go a long way, but he won’t. We must wait for him to return. We have no choice.”

The clouds passed and the full brightness of the moon was upon them again; the swamp emerged in all its grimness, swelling and triumphant before Alec’s eyes.

“I have a choice,” he said. “If he knows I’m near, he’ll come to me. Will you help me?”

The deep quiet held them while Alec repeated, “Will you help me find him? It was your doing,” he added accusingly; yet there was no anger in his voice, only a plea for assistance.

The captain shuddered and said nothing. The dark water washed about the reeds nearby, and in the far distance, Alec heard the strange cry of a bird. It jogged his memory, as if he had heard it before—a faded, shadowy, half-conscious recollection. He dismissed it quickly from his mind.

“Are you going with me or not?” he asked again. “You said he would not have gone far.”

The captain seemed to be thinking hard, as if he didn’t know what to do next. Finally he came to a decision and said kindly, “Please, Alec, it was my doing, as you say, but you must wait until morning. If he has not returned by then, I will search for him with you. You must believe me. It is no place to go at night.”

“It may be too late by morning,” Alec answered quickly. He realized that it was the captain’s superstitious beliefs that kept him from the swamp at night. The story of Koví might have been told to frighten him and keep him in his room, as he suspected, but there was no doubt in Alec’s mind that the captain believed every word of it.

He moved down the path beside the black water while the captain screamed after him, “Please … I tell you not to go, Alec.… Je vous en prie … you must wait.…”

Alec neither stopped nor turned. He did not want to meet the captain’s eyes, that begged so desperately for belief. He knew they moved him; he could ignore such things as old drawings and documents, legends and figurines, even voices, but he could not ignore what lay in the captain’s eyes. They nakedly revealed his innermost thoughts. The captain truly believed that to go into the swamp at night meant certain death—not from natural enemies but imaginary ones. He feared the supernatural monster he called Koví.

Alec walked along the bank, finding the mud firmer beneath his weight than he had thought it would be. With secure footing he would be able to move fast.

“You will die with your horse!” the captain shouted. “It is your last chance, Alec … your last chance!”

Alec was shaken by the warning, but he didn’t turn back. He slipped, regained his footing, and hurried on. His one hope was that the Black had not gone far and that he would find him soon, at any turn of the channel. The severe pain in his head had subsided but his vision was still blurred. It was, he realized, as if he moved forward in a dream, not totally unlike the one he’d had earlier that night. To prove to himself that he was not dreaming this time, he took hold of a saw-grass spear and pressed the sharp barbs into his flesh until blood came. Then he went on.

His steps became more cautious as he continued along the channel with its thin vein of black water in the middle. He stayed high on the bank, following his horse’s hoofprints.

He could no longer see the hammock behind him; the saw-grass empire was all around him. He wondered if he’d be able to retrace his steps when the time came to return. One could easily get lost in this wilderness.

He continued on, slipping down the bank and into the water occasionally but for the most part making good time. He was startled by a metallic sound nearby and came to an abrupt stop. It was only the whisper of the tall grass as the night breeze freshened. He paused to listen to it, so he could fix it in his mind and not be startled by it again. It was necessary that his imagination play no tricks on him in the swamp.

It was a simple matter to stay on course. He had only to follow the waterway and the Black’s hoofprints. He willed himself to remain calm. He was determined not to let any strange sounds frighten him. Fear that might cause panic was his greatest danger. If he kept calm and faced natural dangers cautiously but unafraid, he would find his horse and return safely with him.

He estimated that he had gone another mile when the saw-grass wall on his right gave way to form a large cove in which apparently the water had receded months ago. The crusted mud beneath his feet was baked hard by daily exposure to a relentless sun.

The cove was all of fifty yards deep and Alec searched everywhere for prints left by his horse. He found nothing. He had lost the Black’s trail!

The saw grass standing around the cove was dead, the life-giving water having been drained from its roots long ago. Running into the cove were many dry, narrow channels and Alec realized his horse could have taken any one of them. He had a sickening moment in which he accepted defeat; without a trail to follow, he had reached the end of his search. Then, quickly, he shook off his anguish and went to each of the channels, seeking prints or broken stalks that might show him the way.

Again he found nothing. He began whistling and shouting, calling to his horse. When, finally, his calls ended, no answering neigh came from the swamp.

He decided to stay where he was and call to his horse time and time again. He should not go down any of the dry waterways unless it was the right one; otherwise he might find himself in a maze with no hope of finding the Black or getting out himself. He must rest and conserve his energy for the time being. If the Black answered, he would hear him.

For several moments the night was deathly still; then he heard the lapping of water against the stalks of saw grass. It was louder than the breeze could have caused. An alligator? He concentrated on the dark water of the main channel, watching for the slightest ripple.

He saw a figure emerge from the channel, feet slipping as it climbed the bank. Then a black silhouette stood between him and the moon.

Once over the shock at seeing the captain, Alec called, “Over here!”

He wondered what had caused the man to change his mind and follow. The air was as still as in a dream, and for a fleeting second Alec felt apprehension rise within him. Might not the greatest danger of all be from the captain himself, with his supernatural beliefs that could panic both of them?

He cast aside his doubts as the black figure strode up to him. The captain could help him find his horse, for he knew the swamp.

There was no emotion in the captain’s eyes. He simply stared at Alec. His face was no longer strong but pinched and haggard, as old as time. He might have control of his body, Alec decided, but he had by no means conquered his fears. It was as if once his decision had been made to enter the swamp, he had plunged recklessly to his own doom. His eyes were touched with death, those of a man observing his own funeral.

Alec felt a chill sweep over him. “I can’t find his trail anywhere,” he said, hoping to penetrate to the mind of the professional horseman behind that fearful stare. “Do you know which way he might have gone?”

The captain smiled faintly, as if he found something humorous in Alec’s words. Finally he answered, “All the channels lead to the same place.”

Alec found it even more difficult to cope with the captain’s smile. He made an attempt to bring order and sanity into his search for the Black.

“To where?”

“To the home of Koví,” the captain replied. Despite his smile, Alec knew the captain was terrified almost to the point of immobility.

Alec moved off toward the nearest dry waterway, but stopped when he heard the captain screaming at him, “No, no … la route vite!” Then it was repeated over and over again. “La route vite!”

Alec had sufficient knowledge of French to understand, and he turned back. But where was the short route?

The captain headed for a waterway on the far edge of the cove, and Alec followed him without a word. It was the last channel he would have selected had he been alone. Despite the captain’s terror, Alec decided he would be able to use his knowledge of the swamp. He hurried along, believing he could cope with what had to be done.

The stench of rotting vegetation assailed his nostrils as he followed the captain deeper into the yellow dried-out saw grass. He tried not to breathe it in. Then, from afar, he heard the strange cry from the bird he had heard before. He listened to it and it seemed to be coming closer! He glanced up at the night sky but saw no sign of the bird, only heard its never-ending cry. Then with electrifying suddenness it seemed to be directly overhead.

He stopped, his feet frozen in place. The captain had halted too, and Alec looked questioningly at him. But the man was of no help. He seemed to have turned to stone while staring into the sky overhead.

The cry never ceased and the night was filled with its echoes and re-echoes, as if the intention of the bird was to awaken all the inhabitants of the swamp. Alec felt the first wave of terror sweep over him. He knew he was on the verge of panic and sought desperately to control it.

The source of the cry was a night bird, he told himself, nothing else. It was a bird he could not name but a bird nevertheless. It was nothing to be alarmed about. He would not be subject to superstitious terror, like the captain. Yet as he continued listening to the cries which were so much like the haunting, piping flute notes of the captain’s music, his stomach turned over in mounting panic. What possessed him? What was real? What was imagined?

Finally the cry ended as suddenly as it had begun. They stood dazedly in the great silence of the swamp. Alec turned to the captain. The man’s eyes were closed. Alec continued watching him, hoping for a rational explanation of the strange frightening cry. But he realized he would get no answer from the captain. The cry had paralyzed the man with fear. He was whimpering like an animal. Alec waited quietly for a long while for his terror to subside.

When, finally, the captain moved, Alec expected him to go back the way they had come. Instead, he began running up the dry waterway, leaving Alec behind!

Alec stumbled as he followed, and fell into the saw grass. He felt the lash of the sharp-bladed stalks and cried out in pain; quickly he regained his feet and set out to catch up to the dark figure running up the slough.

The night remained quiet but Alec no longer felt that he and the captain were alone. On either side of the waterway there seemed to be a gathering of grotesque and fantastic shapes. “Only bushes and grass!” he told himself. “Keep your mind on what has to be done!” But strange omens persisted in his mind; he ran faster, hoping to rid himself of them.

The bank became steep and he saw the first gleam of dark water in the center of the channel. They must be nearing a spring or the hammock itself! He followed the captain down the bank, wading through the water to the other side. He watched where he stepped and looked for any ripples in the water that would warn him of alligators and snakes.

Turning a dogleg in the slough, he followed the captain through the shallows again, pulling his feet free of the muck as he climbed the bank. On top, immense tongues of saw grass rose above his head. It would be easy to lose all sense of direction here and he wondered if he’d ever be able to find his way out. He pushed on.

The muck beneath his feet became powder-dry and he made good time. Yet he could not catch up to the captain, who was running all-out ahead of him. Soon, Alec knew, the channel must come to an end and the hammock would rise above the screen of saw grass. As forbidding as it might be, he would welcome it. He ran faster to catch up to the captain.

The slough widened with dramatic suddenness. At the end of it, the hammock rose majestically from the grassy sea. A wall of palm trees and live oaks stood at the water’s edge, but above and behind the trees Alec saw the grim outline of the hammock’s spine thrust up against the moonlit sky.

The captain came to a halt and looked back for the first time, as if to find out if Alec was still there. His dark eyes shone in the night, and he waved his arms crazily, pointing toward the hammock. He screamed a torrent of words—French or Haitian or a language Alec could not understand. It made no difference.

Alec knew the meaning of the words. The captain was telling him that they had reached the home of Koví.
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The ground became spongy beneath Alec’s feet as he followed the captain into a long wallow. He heard the cough of a bull alligator somewhere in the dark but he knew his greatest danger was stepping into a sinkhole. One false step and, without the captain’s help, he’d be sucked deep into the black embrace of the viscous mud.

The captain stayed on the bank wherever possible, grasping roots that were anchored in solid ground to pull himself along. Alec followed closely, staring into the darkness and feeling very much alone; he knew his horse never would have traveled such a route as this.

He saw the glint of moonlight on slime-green water just ahead. It was a backwater rather than a spring—a low point in the swamp, a stagnant pool without current, awaiting the summer rains to bring it back to life.

The powerful stench from the rotted tangle of grass and plants invaded his senses again. He staggered from the effect of it and from his weariness as well. His footsteps squished in mud and water that had spilled into the slough from the stagnant bayou.

They moved slowly toward what looked like a solid wall of twisted branches and tree roots fighting the encroachment of the swamp. He followed the captain out of the slough and once more the ground became firm, a deep mat of moss, beneath his feet.

The captain’s strides quickened as he drove through the heavy growth, hunching over to enter a dense tangle of thickets and vines. Alec lessened the distance between them, his smaller size making it easier for him to move beneath the jungle canopy overhead.

Upon reaching the high ground of the hammock, the captain came to a stop and turned to Alec. In the bizarre light, his features appeared more Indian than black.

Alec said, “My horse could not have come this way.”

“If he did not turn back, we will find him on the other side of the hammock,” the captain answered, his voice but a whisper. “The source of all the other channels begins in a large spring there.”

Once more the captain was on his way, snaking through the heavy growth. Alec hurried after him until, finally, they reached a clearing, and the hammock’s spine rose above them.

The captain encircled the base of the hill, which, Alec knew, must be an Indian burial mound. There were no hills in the swamp other than those made by man. This one was over fifty feet high and covered with lank grass and palmetto bushes. Its soil was composed of the bones and skulls of Indian dead and their enemies. The inaccessibility of this hammock had provided the Indians with a secure hideaway from all who sought them. Alec didn’t want to think of what it offered him now.

Farther on, the captain came to another stop. He caught Alec’s arm and pulled him around roughly. “Not a sound,” he whispered urgently. “Listen.”

Alec heard a horrible faint sound close by. He turned quickly in the direction from which it had come. A large gray figure passed between him and the silent bushes below. It melted so quickly into the blackness that he couldn’t be sure what it was—or if it had been anything at all.

He turned to the captain but the man wouldn’t meet his gaze. “What was it?” he asked.

The captain ignored his question and began running again. Alec followed, telling himself that he had seen nothing that couldn’t be explained. He would not be frightened.

He slipped to his knees but got up to hurry after the captain through a dense growth of high ferns. The wind was hushed, but he heard the murmur of the great swamp beyond and wondered what, besides themselves, moved within the heavy veils of darkness.

A sudden cry broke the silence, swelling to the heavens. A shiver ran down his back and his strides slowed immediately. What could it be—a catbird, a night owl, or what?

Ahead, the captain was running as fast as before. Alec hurried after him. He must hold on to the captain as long as he could; it was better, much better, that he did not travel alone. How much farther did they have to go?

Finally they reached a deep basin only partially filled with black water. This was the spring, the source of the other channels. The captain said, “He will come here if he has not already turned back. Be still,” he added in warning.

Alec wondered how long the captain would be able to control his fear of whatever it was he believed threatened them. His gaze was not toward any of the dry sloughs through which the Black might come, but on the dense foliage beside the black pool. Alec would have liked to be able to look inside the captain’s mind, to find out what it was for which he searched.

For several minutes Alec listened for the sound of the Black’s hoofs. He heard nothing but the soft lapping of water in the pool. Then came a sound unlike any he had heard before. It became more distinct, a soft murmur, almost a whimper that he immediately associated with an injured animal!

His eyes searched the edge of the swamp from which the sound had come. High in a group of cabbage palms he saw a movement, a gleam of white between the fronds—then, as quickly, it was gone.

Alec felt fear rise within him. He sought to subdue it by angrily accusing himself of weakness. He would not be led into the captain’s superstitious world of obscure shadows and ominous sounds. He had seen nothing ghostly or unreal but some kind of animal! He allowed his cold anger to come forth in all its fury, hoping to freeze out his fear.

Finally he turned to the captain and found him staring high into the trees as if whatever had made the cry was still clearly visible to him. Looking into those fearful dark eyes, Alec knew without doubt that the captain believed he faced certain death.

Suddenly there was a great shaking of the captain’s body, as if he was making an attempt to overcome whatever horror and fear possessed him. Alec put a hand on his arm but the captain brushed it roughtly to one side. Then, quickly, he walked toward the trees, his back straight, like someone who had never known the meaning of fear.

Alec watched the captain disappear among the cabbage palms and wondered momentarily if the fear he had seen in the man’s eyes was only a reflection of his own. Perhaps, like the captain, he was beginning to exaggerate everything out of proportion to the truth. If he lost control of himself, he would know panic and terror.

Alec forced himself to wait quietly for the captain’s return. He concentrated on the brilliance of the moon reflected in the black water. He would not let the captain or the overwhelming solitude of the swamp break him down! His gaze turned to a tall oak tree near the grove of cabbage palms. Perhaps if he climbed it he might be able to see his horse approaching the hammock.

A hunched figure darted from the bushes and staggered toward him. At first Alec didn’t believe it was the captain, for the figure was neither tall nor long-limbed but horribly bent and moving forward feebly, head hanging close to the ground and eyes lowered. Alec shuddered and ran forward.

“What happened?” But it was almost as if he were talking to a ghost. He attempted to hold up the captain but his great bulk was too much for him and the man slipped to the ground. Alec looked into a face he barely recognized.

It was gaunt, sallow, and pinched; the dark skin, more gray than black, was drawn tightly about the cheekbones. Instinctively Alec shrank back in horror.

“What happened to you?”

The haunted eyes were open and staring. The thick lips moved and the tongue slid from side to side but no words came, only stuttering, stammering sounds.

Alec held the captain’s head for a long while, waiting for sounds to become words while the mouth kept opening and shutting like a fish’s.

What had the captain seen or done in a few minutes’ time to cause such great horror?

Finally the captain’s mouth stopped opening and closing, but the lifeless eyes remained on Alec, never blinking, never leaving him for a second.

“Can you hear me?” Alec asked the captain as if speaking to a child.

With great effort, the captain raised the upper part of his body until he was in a seated position; then he began rocking slightly back and forth while his dark, staring eyes remained on Alec.

“Can you get up?” Alec asked, trying to lift him to his feet. The captain pushed him away and remained where he was, his black hair falling over his face; his rocking continued.

He would never be able to move him, Alec decided. He had no doubt that the captain believed he had seen Koví. Nothing else could account for such terror and deterioration of his physical and mental capabilities. The captain was suffering an adventure of horror the like of which Alec could only imagine. He must not try to visualize what it was or he, too, would live in the captain’s nightmare.

“I must go for help. Do you hear me? Do you understand?” he pleaded.

Alec waited for a nod of the head, anything that might give him some assurance the captain understood. Instead, the man smiled faintly. Alec fought back the panic that came to him quickly at the sight of that grim smile; it seemed to imply that the captain knew all about where he was going and what would happen to him.

Alec shuddered and rose to his feet. He must find his horse quickly and then ride for help. It was the only possible, sensible, sane solution to what he faced.

“Stay here,” he said quietly, “and I’ll be back as soon as I can. It may take a long time, but wait.” He didn’t know if the captain understood him or not; it didn’t matter any more.

Alec walked quickly past the pool. Somewhere in the darkness he heard a single strident note, followed by a rippling movement in the water. An alligator was there, waiting for him, but he had no intention of wading through the water to reach the slough on the other side. He intended to skirt the pool along the edges, but first he must climb the tall oak tree to see if he could sight his horse.

As he neared the grove of cabbage palms, he heard a rustling in the fronds. A bird or an animal, he decided. Anything but what I’m thinking. Keep going.

He went on, keeping to the watery edge of the grove, and placing each foot carefully before him so as not to step on anything that might be lying in wait. The full moon helped him find his way and he glanced at it often, dreading the clouds in its path, which hid its light from time to time.

Suddenly there was a crackling noise from a nearby clump of palmetto bushes. He froze, waiting in the absolute silence that followed. He saw nothing, and went on, cautiously making his way around trees and mangroves. Once again, a sudden noise startled him and he came to a stop. This time, it was the low piping note he had come to know so well. He felt his heart beat faster.

Several minutes passed before he heard it again, this time coming from another direction. “It has to be a night bird,” he told himself. “Keep going.” It was repeated several more times before dying in the night.

He walked very fast, never looking for the source of the sound. For all he knew, his ears were playing tricks on him. But the low note came again, from far behind. He did not turn to look back but kept walking, faster still. The note came closer, rising in intensity until it became a horrible whistle. Still Alec did not look back. He would have liked to believe it was all nonsense, but it wasn’t. His discomfort grew as he continued on his way. His face twitched; he ground his teeth, grimly determined to keep going and not look back. What was real and what was imagined?

The whistling continued and now seemed to come from all about him. He stopped abruptly and clapped his hands over his ears. His eyes searched the trees. There was nothing, just as he’d expected, nothing at all.

What then accounted for the noise? It resounded from everywhere, swelling and triumphant, insistent, surging and falling, coming from afar and yet near, as if drawing him, luring him—to what?

Was this what had terrified the captain? Was it a cry of madness, created in the captain’s mind and now in his own?

Alec ran forward, pushing the long ghostly veils of Spanish moss out of his way. When he reached the trunk of the tall oak tree, he realized that the night had become hushed again, as if the noise had never been.

His gaze traveled up the trunk of the tree with its strong boughs laden with Spanish moss. It rose well above the nearby cabbage palms, and from the top he’d be able to see far into the swamp.

Springing up, he caught hold of the lowest limb and pulled himself to the first crotch of the tree. From there he moved quickly, from limb to limb, higher and higher. He reached the uppermost limbs of the oak tree and had no trouble seeing over the tufted heads of the cabbage palms. The limb swayed beneath his weight, but he had no fear of its breaking. His gaze scanned the sea of saw grass spread before him, and he waited impatiently for the moon to emerge from behind a filmy bank of clouds.

Finally he was able to make out the rambling courses of the dry sloughs running through the saw grass. His eyes followed each one until they became fixed on a single moving object. He shouted at the top of his voice, his call to the Black filling the night.
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The black stallion was nearing the end of the dry slough when he came to a sudden stop. He stood silhouetted in the moonlight, as if turned to stone.

Alec did not call to him again but started down the tree. He was halfway to the ground when he heard the animal-like whimpering. It came with electrifying suddenness and he froze immediately, his hands clutching the trunk of the tree to keep from falling. He was certain it had come from high in the branches overhead. What animals could climb trees—raccoons, opossums?

The whimpering echoed faintly at first, then grew in intensity until it shook the area with a pathetic sobbing. There was a primitive timbre to the sound, and Alec realized that no animal could make such a human sound.

Was it real? Was it imagined? he asked himself once more. Was his mind playing tricks on him again? He stared into the darkness and knew he was becoming dreadfully frightened. He could hear the whimpering whether it was imaginary or not!

Suddenly it stopped and there was a long silence. Alec made up his mind to get to the ground, to run, hoping to reach his horse and find courage in the Black’s company.

He slid down the trunk, his feet reaching for a lower limb. Above him in the leafy branches he saw a movement. He clutched the tree, his eyes riveted to a dim figure. Real or not, it stood out in the darkness. It was no animal but an impression of fleeting whiteness … or a beam of light … not strong but misty and with grotesque human features! Then it was gone and the whimpering came again, a new sound, higher than before and more sorrowful, sobbing as if its origin was in the very depths of despair.

The pathetic sobbing and the figure he had seen in the branches above shocked Alec into panic. Instinctively his hands let go of the trunk and he fell, clutching boughs to slow down his momentum but frantically seeking escape from what he believed was following him and blocking out the sky.

He struck the ground hard, rolled over, and clambered to his feet. Then he ran into the brush as fast as he could go, without ever once looking behind. All reasoning, all reality had given way before the grotesque form he had seen in the branches. It was a terror he had never known before.

He plunged through trees and crossed stretches of deep muck and black water, not caring what dangers lay in wait. Nothing could be compared to the horror that was behind him! All else was hidden from his eyes. He wanted only to melt away in the darkness so he could not be found. He plunged into the swamp, not feeling the saw-grass barbs that ripped open his flesh. He believed there was no escape, for he heard the mournful whimpering in every direction he ran.

The wave of terror that possessed him was never-ending. He did not stop running even though he believed every path led to his destruction. He ran until he thought he could go no farther, but still he kept on going. A frantic dash carried him out of the saw grass into a dry slough. He slipped and fell and didn’t get up. He lay there, waiting for his breath to return and wondering if the horrible whimpering would ever stop.

Finally he struggled to his feet and began running again. The faster he ran, the more he was pursued by terror. His headlong flight without thought of what lay ahead took him into quicksand, where only his great momentum saved his life by propelling his sprawling body across the sand and water to solid ground. He clutched at roots and stalks of saw grass, pulling himself forward on his belly, writhing like a snake until he was free of the mire.

He lay still, spent from total exhaustion and fully expecting death to come at any moment. The night was hushed. He struggled to a sitting position and looked back. Nothing had followed him into the swamp. At least, nothing he could see or hear.

Alec did not know how long he lay there before he got to his feet and staggered down the slough, conscious only of the fact that he must reach his horse. He came to a sharp bend and stopped abruptly. He knew something was close by. He felt the presence, but he started walking again. His face twitched and he ground his teeth in his determination not to give way to terror.

A glimmering shape passed like a film of vapor over the saw grass to his left and then was gone. He would have liked to believe it was mist but was convinced it wasn’t. His ears were alert for any sound from the Black, but he heard no neigh or thud of hoofs. Then came a soft splash where there was no water, followed by a slight murmur in the saw grass.

He came to a halt, his eyes searching the night. Unfamiliar, floating fancies began to take shape; he shook his head angrily. He was creating images out of brush and saw grass that were absurd and past all reason! Had he gone so far that there was no escape from the captain’s dark world of the supernatural?

He heard a single distinct note from a short distance away and a chill ran through him that had nothing to do with temperature or weather. The note was repeated from a dozen different points in the saw grass, as if the night were filled with babbling voices.

The noise became an endless wail, a horrible, toneless, screeching cry of despair. His head was split with the sound of it, and yet he was unable to move, to run in terror as he had before. It seemed to hold him as if it were a solid mass through which movement was not only impossible but inconceivable.

The toneless wail wavered and babbled a few feet away from where he stood. It could not be and yet it was, he told himself. This was real and no nightmare. The danger was here and now! He smelled the sweet, sickening odor that had assailed his nostrils during his dream. It was not the stench of the swamp but that of human decay and death!

There was no movement in the saw grass, nothing to account for the source of the wail. His brain refused to accept the possibility that it came from anything human; it was too wild and terrifying. Yet he could detect separate and distinct notes forming the syllables “Ko … ví,” repeating them over and over again.

An irrational terror communicated itself to his mind. He saw the grotesque faces and limbs and pieces of bodies that had appeared in the drawing.

He recoiled before the image of Koví as seen by the captain’s ancestors. Yet he could not run.

Suddenly the wailing stopped and the night was still. Peace came with the silence and Alec fought to rid his mind of the confusion and disorder, even the threat of madness, that were there. There was no monster except what he created in his own mind! There was no horror except that which he was creating for himself!

A glowing mist, smokelike in shape, appeared close by, clinging to the tops of the saw grass. It changed color from gray to luminescent gold.

Alec could not have taken his eyes away from it even if he had wanted to. For a few minutes it remained stationary, then it grew larger and began floating just above the saw grass, coming in his direction. It seemed transparent, for he could see the outline of something through it, perhaps the brush and grass beyond. It continued toward him, weaving an intricate pattern through the darkness.

Strangely he felt no fear of it and, stranger still, he was not surprised at his acceptance of it. It was as if a door in his mind had flown open and for the first time in a long while he was able to see and think clearly.

He knew the glowing mist was as real as the swamp around him. He had no clear idea of what it could be. He accepted it for whatever it was, whether it could be explained or not. It did not exist in his subconscious but was before him, here and now.

He watched it glide toward him, luminescent and seemingly alive. It had no substance other than the tenuous smokelike veil, no human or animal characteristics. It looked so temporary that it might disappear any moment, and Alec believed that was one of the reasons he felt no fear.

It grew in size but no longer moved toward him. A scant twenty-five yards away, he gazed through its transparency and suddenly felt a renewed stirring of his fear. What he saw could not be. The hair began to rise on the back of his neck.

There was an outline of a figure within the golden sheen. It was no monster but very small, more the shape of a child. As he watched, it became more and more distinct. He knew he had to close his eyes, that he could not look at it any longer.

Was he seeing something that wasn’t there? Was his mind creating a figure that didn’t exist at all?

He opened his eyes and found that the mist had not moved or grown in size; the figure was still present within its glow. There appeared something like a small human head, a faint outline of features. It resembled a child’s face. The body was no more than twelve inches in size but perfect. It moved within the mist and Alec realized it was alive! It was his last rational thought before he lost all control and shouted in panic and terror!

With his scream, the small figure grew rapidly in size. Within seconds it enveloped the mist in its entirety and then, still growing, it burst forth, bright golden and suddenly monstrous to behold!

In his terror Alec saw what the captain had seen, that which he too knew from the drawing and his dream—a monstrosity, a misshapen head, a single green eye, jaws open and seeking. It moved toward him.
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Alec found that he could not move or take his eyes away. His stomach turned over in a great wave of terror, so powerful he vomited. He heard the rush of movement all about him; his head pounded wildly, his vision dimmed. He was blindly aware that there was no chance of escape. Nothing was left but a dull resignation to death. The very quality of death was in the air. He felt its dampness and clamminess like the hand of a specter on the back of his neck. It was as if some slimy thing were about to devour him. He wanted death to come quickly.

A golden radiance engulfed him. It came like a rushing, cresting wave in a storm-tossed sea. He was swept forward in what seemed to be a great plume of fire that geysered skyward. Yet he felt no heat, no pain, nothing at all. He was devoid of feeling.

Suddenly the light was gone and he was staring into a black void. His thoughts came clearly despite what he had experienced. It was as if his mind alone had survived and now was apart from his body. He didn’t know where he was but he seemed to know what was happening to him. His mind told him to expect something. He waited, not knowing what it would be, only that it would come. He felt neither fear nor panic any longer.

Suddenly he was aware of a pinpoint of color in the darkness. It weaved an intricate pattern and he believed it was searching for him. He sought to help it find him. Anything, his mind told him, but eternal darkness. He concentrated on the light and watched it grow. Was it the end or the beginning? He wanted to know if he was alive or dead; only that seemed important.

The light changed color as it neared him, becoming a dark flowing redness that cut a deep swath in the void. He waited, unafraid. There was no place to go, nothing to use but his mind.

The redness flowed around him, more like a flooding tide than light. It rose steadily and he abandoned himself to whatever it held. His mind envisioned no monstrous figure of Koví, no small figure of a child; he was aware of nothing but the redness of the light. As it wrapped itself about him, there came a simple awareness of being alive. He could actually feel the softness of the crimson light on his body. He raised a hand, groping his way through the light, and felt something that had the texture of flesh! He held on to it, knowing that whatever it was, it lived beside him.

His mind could no longer think in terms of what was real and unreal. There was only quick and final acceptance of the fact that, somehow, he had bridged two worlds, one of dense matter in which he lived and a psychic world which nobody else knew. What he held on to was from that other world, yet it was here and now. When he let go, it would go back there. It would remain as long as he accepted it and knew no fear. All this was clear in his mind, and with it came an awareness, too, that his own fate hung precariously between these two worlds that seemed equally real. If he became afraid, he would see the most monstrous of beings and the end would come swiftly, not of his physical self, but of his mind.

Then he heard a sound. The sad and forlorn whimpering came from everywhere, filling the void with a remorseless wail. He tried to shut his ears to it, and his breath came in great rasps with his effort. His fingers closed about the flesh-textured crimson light, as if holding on to the hand of a friend. He would not let go! He believed that which he could not understand but was as real as his own world. He would not be afraid!

Feelings he could not describe came to him from all directions, flowing, descending, penetrating his very being until they became a single physical sensation, that of a fierce dark wind blowing on him, through him, reaching into his very soul. There was no longer any crimson light, just darkness. Yet he was not frightened. Nor did he feel pain or concern, only great peace and contentment.

Time seemed suspended. He was floating in a world that was completely new, but he couldn’t describe it, only that he was there and happy. The distant music he heard came as no surprise to him. It was as if he had expected it all along.

The notes were soothing; he knew now there never had been anything to fear from them. How childlike had been his terror because his mind had been closed to what could and could not be! Now he knew there was a vaster reality that lay beyond.

He listened to the familiar music, played as no orchestra could have played it. When finally it ended he heard the murmuring of an unseen audience. He wondered who they were and he searched the darkness for them in vain. There were no restrictions to his movements and he moved about as he pleased. He was not worried or concerned. It was a warm and friendly place.

An ethereal grayness attracted his attention, and he moved toward it. He saw the outlines of shapes and figures but no faces. He hurried forward, wanting to know who they were, not what they were doing there.

Suddenly he stopped. He did not belong with them. There was no fear within him, only an awareness that the grayness within the void was not for him. He backed away quietly. There was no need to see any more. He was free to go. There were no restrictions. He had only to believe in the bridge. There was his world and the other. He had nothing to fear from either of them. If he believed that, the bridge would always remain.

He backed away until he could go no farther. The dark wind began to blow again but it was not the same as before. It did not bring with it peace and contentment. It did not flow and probe deep into his very being and soul. It was a purely physical sensation, bringing coolness to a warm night.

He lifted his head and smelled the rotting stench of the swamp. His vision cleared and he saw that he lay in the middle of a slough, his clothes and flesh matted with muck and slime.

He got to his feet and looked at his torn clothes and the mud caked on his hands. He had no doubt that what he had experienced was as real as this. He didn’t try to understand what had happened but accepted the reality of it.

There was nothing he wanted now but to find his horse. How long had he been there? Had what seemed an eternity been only moments? Was the Black nearby? Could this be the slough in which he had seen him from his perch in the oak tree? He listened but heard nothing. Then he whistled repeatedly until the night was filled with his calls to the Black.

An answer came from the far right, a muted whinny followed by a whistle as high-pitched as his own. He left the slough and plunged into the saw grass in the direction of the call. He ran unmindful of any danger that might lurk in the grass. He felt none of the sharp barbs that opened new wounds. Nothing mattered but to reach his horse, and he ran like a wild thing.

When Alec reached the next slough and found the Black waiting for him, he ran forward and rubbed his face against the warm dark coat. He said not a word but closed his eyes, knowing by the touch and smell of his horse that he was home.
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Moments later, Alec stepped back to look at his horse. The long lead shank had become entangled in a swamp bush; he tore it loose, believing it had been caught often and had slowed down the Black’s movements. He saw the long running wounds made by the razor-sharp saw grass. The Black’s mouth was red-raw and there were swamp burrs in his mane and tail. None of this mattered. He was alive, and together they would find their way back.

“Come on,” he said. “We’re getting out of here.” He found himself shaking, trembling, so he did not mount immediately. It was a natural reaction to what he had gone through, he told himself. In a moment it would pass.

He glanced up at the Black’s head. It was held high, the great eyes alert and peering into the night. Alec touched him and the Black responded with a twitching of his skin; it was as if they were two ghosts talking to each other.

Alec told him that there was nothing they could not overcome together. They belonged in a secure world, regardless of what dangers might lie in their homeward path.

The early-morning breeze grew stronger, stirring the Black’s mane and forelock. He remained still, his ears pricked up, listening to no sound that Alec could hear, scenting everything in the air. The Black was ready and alert for whatever might come.

Alec waited, knowing his own senses could not match those of his horse.

Finally the soft skin beneath his hand ceased twitching and Alec knew it was time to go. Whatever danger the Black had sensed in the night had gone. He took hold of the stallion’s mane and backed up a step before moving forward to spring up with all the strength he had left. His body rolled and twisted as he reached his horse’s back and gained his seat. Whatever happened from now on, he didn’t intend to leave his horse.

His legs closed about the Black. “Let’s go,” he said softly.

Alec decided to ride to the clearing and try to convince the captain that there was nothing to fear from Koví except the terror which his own mind created. If he could get him on his feet, he might be able to get him up on the Black. Then they could ride double.

Before them were the natural dangers of the swamp but no more than that. He was no longer in a state of utter helplessness. He had the Black; he did not feel remote and lonely any more.

He rode the Black at a slow and cautious walk down the dry slough until he reached the high ground of the hammock. Beyond was the clearing in which he had left the captain, but he saw no sign of him.

He dismounted when he reached it but held on to the Black’s lead shank for fear of losing him. He walked around the edges of the clearing, his eyes searching the heavy growth while he shouted at the top of his voice, “Captain! Where are you? Can you hear me?”

There was no answer and he stood quietly, wondering what he should do. The captain had been too ill to have traveled far. Where had he gone?

Alec covered every foot of the ground, searching for a sign. He found the small gold figurine and picked it up, turning it over in his hands. The green jade eyes winked back at him, as they had when he’d first looked at it. He studied the large evil-looking head and the twisted body. His anger mounted as he held it in his hands. To think that this ridiculous object could create terror in a man’s soul!

He drew back his arm to hurl it into the depths of the dark water. Then he checked himself, recalling what he had learned a short while before and was forgetting so soon.

The figurine was only a symbol to the eyes of the beholder. One could make of it what he wanted, see what he chose to see. It held no unique charms or powers other than what existed in one’s own mind. It was a nothing, like every other talisman. The secret lay in looking into one’s own mind, not at the figurine.

Alec shoved it in his pocket, determined to find the captain.
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Alec retraced his steps over ground he had covered before. Nothing stirred in the night but the clicking of the Black’s hoofs at his side. He descended into a palmetto hollow and there found footprints, large and deep and fresh, made by running feet.

Alec had no doubt they were the captain’s tracks. But what had given him the strength to run? Alec had left him in a state of complete emotional shock, unable to speak let alone get to his feet and flee—from what?

Alec followed the prints across the hollow and into the brush. He walked cautiously, ever on the alert for any sound. A fine mist drifted from the swamp with the coming of dawn. It was clammy and for a moment Alec felt uneasy. He stopped abruptly and patted the Black, finding reassurance in his company.

The captain might be running from the horror of his own creation, the monstrous Koví. That would account for his panic and the superhuman effort that had enabled him to rise to his feet and run for his life. Alec could think of no other explanation.

He walked on, following the footprints through the heavy underbrush and wondering if he would be able to convince the captain that his terror of Koví was only in his mind. A streak of silver was visible above the tops of the trees. Soon it would be light enough for him to find his way home with or without the captain. He was traveling in the right direction and for all he knew the captain might already have left the hammock. He thought he saw a small bright spark glittering above the trees a short distance away, but it disappeared so quickly he couldn’t be sure. He continued watching for it, but it didn’t reappear. It could have been anything, he decided—a firefly, perhaps a shooting star.

Alec walked on through the mist with the Black close behind him. Gloom and darkness still held the hammock but he no longer needed to follow the captain’s footprints; his trail was clear in the heavy brush where stalks of plants lay bent and broken.

Alec came upon an area where the brush had been flattened to the ground by the full weight of the captain’s body. Had he rested or fallen? There were clumps of uprooted sod lying in every direction. Alec picked up one of them and found it wet and smelling of blood. What had happened to cause the captain to tear this sod from the ground and apparently hurl it about? Had his terror become so great that he believed he was defending himself against Koví?

This was not too difficult for Alec to imagine. In his own panic he had seen the monstrous form of Koví. Yet he must face the situation as it was, not as he imagined it, he told himself. Neither Koví nor anything else could actually materialize.

Yet had he not touched something within the crimson light that had the texture of flesh? What was the truth? Alec asked himself. Was the answer a form of death itself? He didn’t know.

Alec came to a familiar grove of large trees and knew without doubt that the captain was returning the way they had come. He brushed aside the thick veils of Spanish moss. At the base of a large oak tree the captain lay sprawled on the ground, face downward.

At first Alec believed him to be resting, even sleeping. “Captain,” he said. “Wake up.”

Alec drew back in horror when he saw the blood draining from beneath the man’s head. He turned him over and his shock was complete.

The captain’s eyes were open but they were the eyes of a dead man. His mouth had been struck or kicked, for his lips were severely battered and all his teeth were smashed in. Something had happened to his hands, too, for they were torn and covered with blood; the fingers were curled, as if he was still clutching, reaching for an object of terror!

Alec looked into the ravaged face with the unclosed eyes staring at him. Had the captain been right and he wrong? Was Koví more than a mental image created in the mind of the beholder? Could he materialize and inflict these terrible physical blows?

The captain’s eyes were filled with unbearable agony, not the agony of pain, but that of fear too great to withstand. They affected Alec as they never had done when the captain was alive, and yet these were dead eyes.

Alec found he could not take his gaze from them. They held him as if he and the captain had been linked together on the borderline between the living and the dead … as if each had gazed at something which had strayed from another kind of life into their own, something they could not comprehend, something that did not belong.

The lead shank was taut in Alec’s hand and he realized suddenly that the Black was trying to break away from him. Alec turned his attention to controlling his horse. The Black’s nostrils were flared and his ears were pinned back.

Alec moved him away and then turned back to the captain. What should he do, he wondered, leave and go for help? What kind of help? The captain was beyond anything a doctor could do. Yet others must be informed so the captain’s body could be removed from the hammock. The police would have to know what had happened.

But what had happened?

Alec looked down at the ravaged figure sprawled before him. Who had struck the physical blows, if Koví had not materialized bodily? He saw the trail of dark bloodstains on the trunk of the tree, the bark torn off in great pieces. He looked again at the captain’s blood-covered hands. Had he in self-induced frenzy clawed the tree in an attempt to escape his awesome mental image of Koví? Had he, a superstitious fool, in his terror pounded his head against the tree, using his great strength to inflict blows upon himself in preference to the horror which appeared before his eyes? Could that be the answer to what had happened?

Alec looked into the captain’s wide-open eyes, which even in death did not know peace. He felt no fear of what he saw in them. The captain’s death had not come from the blows inflicted by his own hands but from his mind. It was a fearful thing to know that fear unchecked could kill.

Alec turned away. He would first tell Odin, then he would ride on to the ranch. It would take many hours at best, providing he could find his way.

The sky was lightening with the gray of early morning when Alec swung himself up onto the stallion’s back. The night was behind him but he knew the horror would not be ended until the captain’s body was removed from the hammock—and perhaps not even then.
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Several hours later, the stallion’s running hoofbeats shattered the midmorning stillness as Alec tightened his legs around him and sent the Black into a gallop. The worst of the muddy going was behind them and a short distance away the captain’s hammock emerged from the waving sea of yellow grass.

The Black snorted and plunged forward, as if he too was glad to leave the swamp behind. He waded through the shallows at the foot of the high bank and climbed to the firm ground of the hammock.

Alec kept the Black at a run, and with the triple racing beat of hoofs in his ears, he found it increasingly difficult to believe that he had actually experienced the horrors of the night. In the misty sunlight filtering through the trees everything had a dreamlike quality to it.

He kept his head close to the Black’s neck. Nothing had changed but the passing of night to day. Everything that had happened to him was as real as the warm skin his face was pressed against.

The house loomed before him and he slowed the Black, finally coming to a complete stop. He was surprised at the feeling of wariness that had swept over him. The house was as he had left it, the shapeless roof rising in the center to the pillared tower, partially hidden by the fronds of the coconut palms. There was nothing to be cautious about any longer, he told himself.

Alec let the Black go on, approaching the house at a slow walk.

“Odin!” he called at the top of his voice. It was only then that he saw the large padlock on the front door, and the shuttered windows.

“Odin!” he shouted again, knowing that no one but the old man could have closed up the house during the night.

He did not take the time to run up the steps and pound upon the door. He rode the Black at a gallop toward the barn.

The barn was closed and padlocked. Where had Odin taken the mare, and why?

Alec rode over to the barred but open window of her stall. It was incredibly deserted, as if no horse had ever used it. There was no wisp of straw on the floor, no smell of any kind—manure, feed or saddle leather. But in a far corner he saw a spear-tipped rod, the same one he’d seen in Odin’s hand the day before.

Whatever reason Odin might have had for closing and abandoning the place before the captain’s return, he had swept the barn unusually clean before taking off with the mare. That was all there was to it. He would not think otherwise, Alec told himself. He was determined to think only in terms of common sense. But he must have the help of others. He turned the Black away from the barn, knowing that the only course open to him was to get to the ranch as soon as possible.

Several hours later, Alec rode down the dirt road which led to the cultivated farmland beyond. He still had a long way to go, but, knowing that the Black was as spent as himself, he let the stallion choose his own gait. His gaze followed the flight of several buzzards over the saw grass; they planed in lazy circles, rising ever higher in the sky in their hunting. Alec cast a glance toward the south, wondering if he would get back in time to save the captain’s body from the winged scavengers.

There was a haze on the horizon, and at first he mistook it for heavy mist rising from swamp water. Then he saw thin spiraling wisps of smoke and knew that it was not mist but fire! A lightning bolt from the storm of the day before could have started it, to smolder in the black peat during the night and come to life in the fresh morning breeze.

Alec tightened his legs about the Black, and the stallion’s strides quickened. He urged him into a gallop, then a run, knowing there was a strong possibility the fire would reach the humpbacked hammock before their return!

He’d gone no more than a mile when he saw dust stirring in the distance. A few minutes later he was able to make out a jeep coming down the road. He slowed the Black immediately but he was too tired to feel greatly relieved. At last his grim solitude was coming to an end.

Joe Early, the ranch manager, jumped out of the jeep. “Where the devil have you been?” he asked, more angry than relieved, now that he’d found Alec and the Black. “We’ve spent all night looking for you.” Two Seminole Indians sat in the back seat of the jeep.

“Didn’t you get my message?” Alec asked wearily. “From an Indian named Odin.”

“No,” Joe said. He turned to the two men in the jeep. “You know him?”

“Yes, Mr. Joe,” one answered. “He come from old Jake Potter’s place. But he no Seminole, Mr. Joe. Odin part Carib, ver’ bad blood. But we not see him in long time.”

“They’d know if there’d been a message, Alec. They’re from the village and the best hunters in the swamp. That’s why I got them.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Alec said. So Odin never had left the hammock; he’d been there all the time, watching everything that had taken place. Being as superstitious as the captain, he would have believed they faced certain death by going into the swamp. His first thought would have been to remove all evidence of anything but an orderly move and then escape. He’d have no trouble selling the mare for a price that would enable him to return to Haiti and live as well as he pleased.

“Where were you?” Joe asked again.

“I was with the man Odin lived with, a Frenchman, Captain Pluminel—”

“But we went there,” Joe interrupted sharply. “It was closed up tight, shuttered and padlocked.” He turned to the Indians again. “What time was that, boys, three or four o’clock maybe?” The men nodded and Joe turned back to Alec. “He must have moved out days ago, so how could you have been with him?”

“He’s dead, Joe,” Alec said. “Just let me tell you that and I’ll explain the rest later. You’ve got to help me. We’ve got to go back.”

Joe Early studied Alec’s face, then said quietly, “You’re not going anywhere, Alec, not in the shape you’re in.”

“But I left him, Joe! You’ve got to believe me. We went into the swamp last night to the hammock with the humped spine. That’s where he died. I’ll show you. You’ve got to help me, Joe,” he repeated.

“You went all the way to the humpbacked hammock?” Joe asked incredulously. “I don’t believe it, no one could. Even with all the drainage going on …” Then quickly he softened his voice, alarmed by what he saw in Alec’s eyes. “We’d better get you home, Alec.” His concern showed plainly in his face as he took Alec’s arm. “You’re in no shape to—”

Alec tore his arm away. “You’ve got to go back with me,” he said.

“Okay, Alec,” Joe replied kindly, trying to quell the terrible urgency he saw in Alec’s eyes. “But not now. I mean, not right this minute. You wouldn’t want the Black to travel that distance again, would you? You’ve got to think of him, if not yourself. And we’ve got to get some guns an’ a few supplies. I’m not going into the swamp without ’em.

“Then you’ll go?”

“Yes, providing we can get Dr. Palmer to come along with us. If Pluminel is dead like you say he is, I ain’t moving his body until Doc says so. That’s the law. I’ll call him as soon as we get back. He’ll be home at this hour. He’ll come.”

“You promise, Joe?”

“I’ll do the best I can,” Joe answered, “for everybody concerned. Now get in the jeep, Alec, an’ lead your horse alongside. You look like you’re ready to drop.”

Joe drove the jeep while Alec sat beside him holding the stallion’s lead shank. Joe went slowly, knowing that the horse’s energy was spent, as was Alec’s. He’d do the best he could, as he’d promised, but it wouldn’t be what Alec thought it was. He’d get Doc to give Alec a sedative that would put him out, make him sleep even if he didn’t want to.

He’d seen others, older and more experienced than Alec, succumb to the real and imaginary hazards of the Everglades at night. The ’glades did things to a person’s mind unless, if he was real lucky, he found his way out. Alec had made it, but not by much; another few hours and he would have been finished for good.

Alec touched his shoulder but Joe didn’t take his eyes off the road to look at him. He didn’t want to see any more misery than he already had.

“Did you know him, Joe?” Alec asked in a voice not much above a whisper.

“Who, Pluminel? Well, no, not really. I met him once, about a month ago, when he first rented old Jake’s place. It had been closed for over ten years. I know because I’ve been trying to buy it that long from Jake’s widow over in Immokalee. She won’t sell because she knows all this land is going to be worth more than I’m offering her, once it’s drained. Old Jake built the place himself and that was quite a feat. That hammock was pretty much inaccessible before the drainage canals were dug.”

Joe smiled, trying to humor Alec and erase the glazed look he saw in the youth’s eyes. “I only spent a few minutes with Pluminel that time. He didn’t seem to want company so I left him alone. All I wanted to find out, anyway, was if he intended to buy the place. He didn’t, an’ that was good enough for me.”

“Did you see his mare?” Alec asked.

“No. I didn’t know he had one. But, like I say, I didn’t stay long and didn’t see what he had in the barn, if anything. Old Jake had built it for his workhorse, an aged gelding named Jelly Roll.”

Joe Early glanced at the two Indians behind him. “How about it, boys, did you know the Frenchman had a mare out there?”

The Indians looked at each other, smiling as they nodded their heads. “Yes, Mr. Joe. We seen her,” one said. “Maybe same thing happened to him that happened to Mr. Potter, Mr. Joe.”

Alec turned quickly to them, then back to Joe Early. “What do they mean?”

“Nothing,” Joe said. “At least nothing that has anything to do with what you’re thinking. It’s just one of their superstitious beliefs, some kind of a swamp god that protects the Indians from those who’d take their land from them. Personally, I think they made it up, hoping to keep us out of the ’glades. But they ain’t got a chance, as you can see for yourself. We’re moving in, all right.”

“But what happened to Jake Potter?” Alec asked.

Joe Early glanced at Alec. “Nothing that had anything to do with their swamp god,” he said. “Old Jake had just finished building his place when a big hurricane hit the area. Most of it was under water for several days. Later, when we got to Jake’s place, we found him sitting on his horse in the barn. He was dead but Jelly Roll was still alive. We figured Jake climbed up on him to avoid the rising water and suffered a heart attack or something. His face had a pretty frightened look to it so we figured he’d suffered a lot of pain just before he died. The Indians with us looked on it as something else. They believed old Jake had been scared to death by their swamp god. They’re a superstitious lot, Alec. When they talk that way you just ignore them.”

Alec said nothing and Joe hoped the matter had ended. He wanted to get Alec back to the farm without any trouble. He owed that much to Henry Dailey, whom he’d promised to look after Alec while the trainer was up north. Luckily Henry wasn’t due back for another couple of days, and by that time Alec and the Black should be back to normal. He wouldn’t tell Henry what had happened. He’d leave that to Alec. After a good sleep, Alec would realize that nothing that had happened to him in the swamp was real, only imaginary.

Joe glanced at the swamp through which the road ran. It was a horrible place and worthless before the Army engineers had arrived on the scene. Now it was only a question of time before the swamp was completely drained and it became rich, productive farmland and residential development. Some people, mostly biology professors and nature lovers, wanted to save the Everglades, but not him. He was only interested in saving dollars, same as the real estate boys. He was going to get all the money he could out of the swamp.

Fires always helped speed things along and he welcomed the one he’d seen to the south. The yellow dry grass was ripe for burning. He turned his head to look at the smoke; it was more dense now, billowing ever higher in the sky, and coming this way. It was going to be a big one with a strong breeze blowing from the southeast. Nothing in its way had any chance of survival. Later, when the fire was out, the engineers would move in with their bulldozers and draglines.

Joe Early focused his eyes back on the road. Even if he’d wanted to go back with Alec, they never could have reached the humpbacked hammock before the fire. The whole area would be an inferno in no time at all. Anyway, it was ridiculous to believe Alec had left Pluminel there—or, for that matter, that he’d been with him during the night. He’d suffered hallucinations produced by sheer terror at being lost in the swamp. Joe didn’t blame Alec. It could happen to anybody in the ’glades at night. It was best forgotten and he hoped Alec would get well soon.

The ranch was just a short distance away and Joe heard the Black whinny to the broodmares in the nearest pasture. He smiled. What he’d give to own that stud! Tired as the Black was, he’d run for the mares if given a chance. But they weren’t for him, not now. In a few weeks, the big horse would be racing in New York.

Joe glanced sideways at Alec. He was slumped down in his seat, with his eyes closed. It wouldn’t take much sedative to put him out for a long while, Joe decided. He’d be as good as new when he woke up; it’d all seem pretty much like a dream to him. Anyway, Alec wouldn’t have much time to think about it, not with Henry Dailey coming back so soon. There’d be nothing but training and racing and work—the best thing for him under the circumstances.

Joe took a long breath and exhaled slowly. He’d sure like to see Alec and the Black race in New York, but his job was here where nothing much ever happened. Well, the least he could do was to make certain Alec got all the rest he needed; that way he’d play a part in the big scene of racing.
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Four weeks later, on April 19, Alec Ramsay rode the Black postward at Aqueduct Race Course in New York City. It was the Toboggan Handicap at a distance of six furlongs for a purse of twenty-five thousand dollars.

They were last in the parade of five horses, a field kept small by the Black’s entry in the race. He was the heavy favorite and carried high weight of 130 pounds, enough weight to give the others a fighting chance to beat him in his opening defense of the Handicap Championship.

Alec felt the first drops of rain from the ominous sky overhead. The heavy clouds let go quickly and the rain came down harder until he could barely make out the starting gate and the horses approaching it. Lightning flashed in the distance, followed by loud thunderclaps.

It would be a long time, he thought, before thunder and lightning did not take him back to a stable in the Everglades. It didn’t matter that no one, not even Henry, would believe what he’d told them of that night. They had accepted only what they wanted to believe, all based on the medical testimony of Dr. Palmer that delusions were common to people under stress. He was glad he had not thrown away the gold figurine that night. They would accept that he’d found it in the swamp, but no more. And since he’d been unable to offer any rational explanation of the captain’s death and his own horrible experiences, he had pretended to accept their version, if only to bring peace to his mind as well as theirs.

For several days afterward, he had been kept quiet by drugs. He held no bitterness toward Joe Early and the others, knowing it had been for the best. His dread of that which defied all common sense would not have enabled him to think clearly. Finally the weight had lifted from his mind and he had looked upon the Everglades again.

As far as his eyes could see, there was nothing but smoldering ashes. The immense swamp to the south and west had been gutted by the raging fire. At his insistence, they had gone to the humpbacked hammock, more to appease him than to give any credence to his story. They’d found nothing, for no remains of the captain’s body could have withstood the cremating blast of the holocaust. Still, he was glad that he had returned, if only to prove to himself that he had been there.

He had welcomed the hard routine of work that followed. It was only occasionally now, always at night, that the odor of the swamp came to his nostrils and he dreamed a dream of a lost world, of images forgotten and yet not forgotten, all dwelling in dark places. He had no doubt that the dream would long haunt him, yet for reasons he could not explain he held no fear of it.

The Black suddenly bolted beneath him and his thoughts returned quickly to the job at hand. He peered through the half-light to see the milling horses behind the gate. The crewmen were trying to lead them into the starting stalls but the blinding rain only added to their burden.

Alec’s strong, calloused hands were gentle on the big horse as he took him toward the gate. He knew the Black was ready, possibly stronger than ever. He’d be able to handle the footing with ease. Six furlongs was a short race for him but he needed the speed drill in preparation for the longer races to come.

Henry’s instructions had been simply, “Just keep him out of trouble.”

It wasn’t always easy to follow orders, especially with the way the race was shaping up, with no letup in the rain and the track already deep in mud. He saw one horse skitter nervously across the track and bang into another. A race could be lost behind the gate as well as during the running of it, and the high weight on the Black made it doubly important that he remain quiet.

The minutes ticked away as the others entered the gate, then it was the Black’s turn and Alec sent him forward. He walked very deliberately into the stall as if he knew the time had come for him to race.

The door slammed shut behind them and Alec awaited the starting bell. The Black was on edge, his high-strung nerves near the breaking point from his fierce spirit of competition. Alec made instant adjustments to suit the Black’s quick movements in the narrow stall. Like his mount he was ready to go, legs raised at a sharp angle of knee to thigh, his back slanted, shoulders hunched, his muscles tense—everything required to send off the Black at the precise opening of the grilled doors. The long backstretch was before them with only one turn to round.

The starting bell clanged in Alec’s ears and the race was on! The Black gained full stride almost instantly and Alec leaned forward above the plunging forequarters.

“Yah! Yah!” he shouted, his voice but one of five riders urging their horses to move still faster and break free of the most dangerous of all traffic jams, one of pounding, steel-shod hoofs!

Alec’s arms were nearly wrenched from their sockets as the Black raced through the beating rain and semi-darkness. Alec attempted to keep him on the outside and clear of the others who were packed much too closely together in a milling tangle of horses and riders. Some were having trouble getting hold of the track and were slipping dangerously. He saw one go down in the slop, his jockey somersaulting over his head. Then the Black was slammed hard by a big chestnut horse.

The Black bobbled and Alec helped him regain his balance; he steadied him and went on, clear of the tangle of horses. Two were still in front but Alec was not worried about catching up to them. The Black’s feet were holding in the slop, and if he made no mistakes guiding him, they would win.

Alec watched the rider on the second horse try to grab the lead by squeezing through a narrow opening on the rail. The opening closed just as the jockey started through it and he was forced to drop back or be slammed against the rail. He checked his mount, knowing his gamble had not paid off.

Alec drove the Black alongside him, keeping him hard on the rail. The Black was eager to go on but did not fight Alec’s hands. The pace was fast but he ran so smoothly that he seemed to be loafing.

Alec listened to the thunderous hoofs all around him and tasted the rain and mud flying in his face. He wanted no other kind of life but this, riding a fully extended horse against other jockeys who were trying as hard as himself to win! He let out the Black another notch as they approached the far turn and drew alongside the leader.

Alec changed the Black’s lead to the left leg going into the turn, and then let his horse run as he’d wanted to all along. For a few fleeting seconds, the other jockey did his best to stay alongside. He rocked, pushed and whipped, did everything he knew how to do to keep his mount going. The Black swept by, his long legs a blur in the rapidity with which they moved. He went around the turn with ever-increasing speed and entered the homestretch alone.

The crowd knew there was nothing more to the race but the electrifying stretch run of the champion. More than seventy thousand fans rose to their feet and gave the Black a tumultuous ovation as his hoofs beat thunderously in the slop, sending the mud flying behind him all the way to the wire. He had returned to New York victoriously and was once more on his way to racing glory!

An hour later, with the Black cooled out and in his stall, Henry Dailey joined Alec in the tack room. Henry handed him a folded newspaper and said, “I didn’t want you to see this until after the race.”

Henry had the same rider’s build as Alec, most of his weight being in his arms and chest. He was portly but not fat, and as he moved about the room his gait had the smoothness and certainty of a much younger man.

“It looks like you were right about The Ghost,” he added quietly, “that much of your story, anyway.”

Alec read the large advertisement for the opening of the Ringling Bros. Barnum and Bailey Circus that day at Madison Square Garden. There was a long list of acts but only one had been circled in pencil by Henry.


THE GHOST

An ethereal horse act that will chill you, thrill you, leave you breathless with excitement and anticipation! Never before seen in America!



“Or maybe it isn’t the same mare,” Henry suggested.

“It’s The Ghost, all right,” Alec said. “Odin sold her, just like I figured.”

Their gazes held until Henry turned away to get his floppy hat from a peg on the wall and clamp it down over his head. “Well, let’s find out,” he said briskly. “I thought you’d want to make sure. There’s a matinée. I’ve already called the Garden and the act goes on about four o’clock. We can just make it.”

Henry waited while Alec put on his raincoat. He’d never understand what had happened to Alec in the swamp, not completely, anyway. In some vague way Alec had changed in appearance. He looked quite different but Henry didn’t know exactly how. It was nothing he could put his finger on, just different. Maybe it was his eyes; they seemed to brood at times. Getting lost in the swamp at night must have been a horrible experience, but Alec should be over it by now. He wasn’t exactly sick but he wasn’t himself either, not by any means. Alec had made no mistakes in the race today because his instincts, not his mind, governed his riding. But matters couldn’t remain as they were. Perhaps seeing The Ghost—if it was the same mare—might help. Henry didn’t know how, but he was hopeful. He left the tack room, followed closely by Alec.


[image: ]

They left the towering glass-fronted stands of Aqueduct Race Course behind and walked up the steep ramp leading to the train station. A harsh wind had driven off the rain and it was blowing in such gusts that they bent double as they moved along. The huge ramp shook from the force of the blasts and signs swung crazily, threatening to rip loose.

“Crazy weather,” Henry said, pulling his head deeper into the turned-up collar of his raincoat. “It’s enough to drive a guy back to Florida.”

Alec said, “I never want to go back there, Henry.”

Henry felt suddenly alone again. They had shared so many adventures together and now he felt like a stranger to Alec.

Reaching the elevated platform of the station, he held on to his hat as a gust of wind sought to take it from his head. He glanced at Alec, who stood straight and quiet beside him, his head bare and not seeming to mind the wind at all. His eyes were on the panorama of the New York skyline twelve miles away. Somewhere amidst all those buildings was Madison Square Garden and The Ghost.

The train slid into the station, the doors opening to admit the few like themselves who were leaving the track early. Henry was grateful that there was no need to push and scramble for seats. It had been a long time since he’d had such luxury in a New York subway train. The doors slammed shut and the train left the station.

They rode for a long while in a strained silence that made Henry even more uncomfortable. He was used to having things out in the open with Alec, but who could believe such an incredible story as the one Alec had told him? Imagine anyone believing in a legend and searching for a supernatural being named Koví! It was enough to make one’s hair stand on end just to have to listen to such a tale, let alone be asked to believe it! The best he could do for Alec, Henry decided, was to be patient and as agreeable as possible. Time would heal everything.

The train plummeted downgrade in the tunnel beneath the East River, its wheels screeching and grating in Henry’s ears. He didn’t have anything to say and was thoughtfully quiet. Perhaps nothing would come of this trip after all, just another horse act, but it was worth a try. Obviously the mare meant a lot to Alec. The train rushed into the 34th Street station and Henry got to his feet.

Shortly afterward, they left the crowded city street for the relative quiet of the Madison Square Garden lobby. The circus was half over and there were only a few latecomers like themselves buying tickets and moving to their seats.

Alec pushed on ahead of Henry; he’d glanced at his watch and found it to be a few minutes after four o’clock. An usher asked him for his seat stub but he went past without showing it; he wanted only to reach an aisle where he could see the center ring. Suddenly a sound reached his ears and he came to an abrupt stop. Henry, hurrying to keep up, crashed into him and muttered an oath.

Alec heard nothing but the music. It came from the darkened arena and the notes were those he knew so well. He’d been prepared to see the silver-gray mare, but the shock of hearing the music again made his blood run cold. He shivered in the darkness and his eyes became filled with the ice of his tears. He was back in the swamp and his journey through it was as if he never had left.

“Alec, what is it?” Henry asked, moving forward in the dimly lit aisle. There was no reply from Alec, nothing but a deathless stare into the arena where a gray horse moved about the center ring within the glare of a single spotlight.

Henry found that the air suddenly had become very close. His skin, that had been subjected all day long to wind and rain, tingled as if with newly found warmth.

He listened to the music while watching the gray mare perform. His eyes became more and more excited as he followed her movements, recognizing them as those described by Alec. He found that it did not bother him greatly that this was just one more link in the chain that might bind him irrevocably to believing all of Alec’s incredible story. He saw only the beauty of the gray mare, heard only the music swelling in his ears. It captivated him, as he was sure it must everyone else in the darkened arena.

There was no doubt he was watching a supreme exhibition of horse training. The gray mare was completely naked of saddle, bridle, halter or trappings of any kind. She was flawless in her movements as if some unseen hand was guiding her. Where did she get her cues, changing as she did from one dancing gait to another? Had Alec said that she’d been trained to the music?

He heard the peculiar piping notes that came and went, sometimes with a dreamlike slowness and barely audible, other times brisk and almost to the point of a horrible, shattering whistling. Simply by listening to the music, Henry found that he was willing to accept what he had denied before. The music created a feeling that anything was possible.

Breathlessly, since he was a trainer of horses himself, he watched the silver-gray mare as she floated about the ring. She paused with each syncopated step, dancing in measured cadence, supreme grace and beauty in every movement.

Henry knew little of the fine art of dressage, but one did not have to know anything about it to appreciate such dancing! It was uncanny to think a man could have trained a horse to perform such movements alone!

There came a loud clash of cymbals, then the music faded, becoming more and more faint until it was almost impossible to hear. A strange feeling swept over Henry. He felt that somehow he was descending into a deep void, and he didn’t like it.

The music swelled, flowing around him. He was glad to hear the clash of cymbals again, for he did not like those muted piping notes. They made him uneasy, almost a little fearful, as if they meant something he couldn’t understand.

To the roll of drums, the silver-gray mare sat back on her hind legs, balancing herself low to the ground while her forelegs were bent double. She held that difficult pose for several seconds before jumping across the ring on her hind legs and not coming down until she had reached the opposite side of the ring.

The music faded, leaving only the muted piping notes of the flute to be heard. They became louder and more shrill, creating the feeling that something terrifying was about to happen. They filled the darkened arena, and Henry could believe that they reached outside and beyond to the outer world of trees and stars and distant solitude. He shook his head to rid himself of such strange thoughts.

The notes are being made by a flute! he told himself angrily. They were ominous and yet they created a feeling of excitement and challenge. He wished they would end. He did not like being in the darkness, expecting something he did not wholly understand.

His eyes continued following the mare. She had responded to the flute notes by moving ever faster about the ring. She seemed to be seeking escape from them. For the first time Henry noticed a twitching of her ears, a quivering of her nostrils. She seemed terribly afraid or excited, one or the other. He could well understand her feelings.

Suddenly she sprang into the air with her forelegs and hind legs stretched out before and behind her. She appeared to be flying through the air, and Henry realized that this mare was the nearest thing the world would ever see to a winged horse, the mythical Pegasus!

He applauded loudly as the lights in the arena grew in brightness and brilliance. He had never seen such a performance in his life! The mare stood quietly in the center of the ring. The music had ended and Henry forgot everything but the pleasure he’d received in watching a superbly trained horse.

“Bravo! Bravo!” he shouted over and over again, beating his big hands together and making more noise than anyone else in the crowded arena.

The lights dimmed with the opening of the crimson curtain behind the ring. In an instant she was gone—like a ghost, Henry thought, her namesake. He clapped harder, hoping she would be returned for an encore, but was disappointed. The red-frocked ringmaster appeared and announced the next act.

Henry turned and found Alec gone. He ran for the stairs, knowing he’d find him with the mare in the stable area.
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A circus guard attempted to stop Alec from going where the animals were quartered. Alec dodged him and continued running, determined to find the gray mare.

In the stable area, the circus animals and performers made for a scene of pandemonium. Alec came to a stop, undecided which way to go, his eyes searching the area and the long corridors of temporary stalls for the gray mare.

He grabbed the arm of a clown going by. “Can you tell me where I can find The Ghost?” he asked, shouting above the clamor.

The clown shrugged his silk-clad shoulders and smiled graciously. “No inglés,” he said. “Habla español, señor?”

Alec hurried on, making for the first row of temporary stalls. He caught a glimpse of Henry, fighting off a guard’s clutching hands and coming after him. His steps slowed as he came upon a long column of matched chestnut horses being readied for the ring. While grooms adjusted feathered head plumes and jewel-studded bridles, a small man in dark evening clothes, holding a long whip, stood nearby.

Alec went up to him. “I’m looking for The Ghost,” he said, hopeful that the horseman spoke English and would be of some help.

“Yes?” the man said inquisitively, his eyes searching Alec’s. “She is there in that stall. What can I do for you?” Despite his courteous words, his eyes disclosed his annoyance at being disturbed by a visitor.

Alec moved quickly over to a nearby stall. The mare was inside, her wet body being rubbed by a groom. What had he believed would be the outcome of finding her again—the end of his horrible nightmare? He remained stone still, watching her.

Finally he turned to the man standing behind him. “Where did you get her?” he asked.

“Get her?” the man repeated, further annoyed if not angry. “I do not understand you.”

“She’s not yours,” Alec said sharply. He saw Henry standing close by, motioning him not to lose his temper. He paid no attention to his friend. “Where did you get her?” he asked again.

Henry realized that Alec was one to be reckoned with in his present mood. He’d seen him take risks on the track that had almost cost him his life at such times as this. Hoping to be helpful, Henry turned to the circus man, whose face betrayed no feeling of being discovered at deception or concealment of any kind.

“My name is Dailey,” he said in a voice of complete authority. “Alec Ramsay here”—he nodded toward Alec without meeting the youth’s eyes—“has seen this mare before. He—”

“Oh, yes?” the man interrupted. “In Europe then. I, too, have just come from there. My name is Borofsky. I was with the Olympic Circus in Poland. You may have seen my Liberty act there?” His eyes brightened as he waved a hand in the direction of the chestnut horses being readied for the ring.

“No,” Henry said. “I haven’t seen it. I’ll look forward to it.” He paused but didn’t dare turn to Alec. “It wasn’t in Europe that Alec saw this mare, Mr. Borofsky. It was in Florida, a month ago.”

The circus trainer turned quickly to Alec and there was a stark, almost frightened look on his face. His gaze held Alec’s for several minutes, as if he searched for answers he didn’t know himself.

Alec said, “She belonged to Captain Philippe de Pluminel.”

“Yes, I know,” the man answered without hesitation. “One does not follow the circus in Europe without knowing of Pluminel. But is he not dead? I was told so when I bought her.”

“From whom?” Alec persisted. “A man named Odin?”

The trainer’s eyes became apprehensive again, even a little frightened. “Yes. He came to the winter quarters and asked for me, as I am in charge of all the performing horses in the circus. He had the mare with him and said that Pluminel had died en route there. He had the music for her act and knew about Pluminel’s contract with Ringling. He asked me to buy her.”

The trainer paused, smiling a little grimly. “It is true that I had some reservations as to Pluminel’s death and this man, who claimed to be his great-uncle, having the right to sell her. But we were leaving on tour the next morning, and I had little to lose by taking her. It is not often that one is offered such a finished act.”

Alec turned to the gray mare and, for a moment, seemed to be lost in his own thoughts. Finally he said, “I want to buy her from you.”

“She is not for sale.”

“At twice what you paid for her?” Alec asked.

The trainer laughed instantly and loudly. “Now I know you make fun of me,” he said. “It is a joke, is it not? You do not know what I paid for her and yet you make such an offer! Why? You are not with the circus. What use would you have for her? And what if Pluminel is not dead and claims his mare? What then?”

Something strong stirred within Alec and he ignored the man’s questions. “It is no joke,” he said without anger or emotion of any kind in his voice. “Just tell me how much you want. I’ll pay whatever you ask.”

“Alec—” Henry began but was silenced by the look he saw on his friend’s face. He knew he had to stay out of it, whatever reason Alec might have for making such a ridiculous offer to another professional horseman. He turned to Borofsky, knowing well what was going on in his mind. It was an enviable position, one any horse trader would welcome. Henry kept his silence, telling himself to agree with whatever Alec decided to do. It would be worth it, if it helped, regardless of the cost.

The circus trainer shrugged his well-tailored shoulders. “As I have said, she is not for sale and there is, of course, a contract to be considered.” He paused, his eyes studying Alec again. “However, I suppose I could let her go and make all the necessary arrangements for … say a price of thirty thousand dollars. It is a great deal of money, I know, but she is very valuable as a performance horse. It would be easy for you to—”

“I’ll buy her,” Alec said abruptly. He turned to Henry. “Give me your checkbook, please.”

“But Alec—”

“Please.”

Henry handed Alec the checkbook, finding the whole thing overwhelming. He looked at the gray mare again. She was nothing they could ever use in their business. What possessed Alec? Why did he need this horse so much he’d pay the price of a top thoroughbred mare, one that could be worth something to them in the years to come? Henry shrugged his shoulders. It wasn’t for him to answer. The last few weeks had been filled with impossible events.

Alec made out the check and handed it to Borofsky. “I’ll send a van for her,” he said, his patience exhausted.

“As you wish,” the circus trainer replied, putting the check in his pocket.

Later, when Alec and Henry walked through the lobby of Madison Square Garden, the man said, “I guess you know what you’re doing. You wanted the mare badly, that was pretty evident.”

“I wanted her,” Alec repeated. “I’ll have her sent to the farm.”

“For any reason in particular?”

“For a lot of reasons,” Alec said, his voice so low it was barely audible. Seeing the mare again and listening to the music had brought back impressions and thoughts he’d been trying to forget. He needed to get outside and take a breath of fresh air, as rainy and miserable as the day might be. He felt as if he were going to burst with everything locked up so tightly inside him.

“I mean,” Henry persisted, “would you have any reason I might be able to understand?” Then he added with attempted humor, “Even an old jackass like me likes to know what’s going on.” His eyes held a look of longing for answers he sought and had not found.

Alec came to a stop and put an arm around his old friend’s shoulders. “There’s one you’ll understand,” he said. “She’s in foal to the Black, so how could I let her get away from us?”

A cold mask dropped quickly over Henry’s face. “You mean,” he said sullenly, “you let him—”

“I didn’t let him,” Alec said. “I couldn’t stop it, Henry. You refuse to believe what I told you about Captain Pluminel and that night, everything, just as if it didn’t happen at all!”

Henry’s eyes studied Alec’s face for answers, then he felt an emotion stir within him that he’d never experienced before. Fear of what he could not understand swept over him. He could say nothing. He struggled, trying to find his voice.

Finally he said hoarsely, “You made up a ridiculous story for reasons I don’t know or care to understand, Alec. I will repeat what I’ve told you before. I do not think it happened the way you think it did. You were lost and sick. Dr. Palmer said so, everybody said so. You had hallucinations.”

“And if the mare has a foal,” Alec asked, “will it be a hallucination, too?”

“No, then I’ll know you disobeyed my orders and bred the Black to her because you thought it would be a good mating. But I don’t think Pluminel gave you a hard time. And I won’t believe any crazy story about him dying the way you say he did. In fact, if you want to know something, I don’t even think Pluminel is dead. Like Borofsky, I think he’s going to turn up someday and claim his mare. Then you’ll have nothing to show for your thirty thousand dollars!”

“He won’t show up,” Alec said. “He’s dead, Henry. You can believe that, if nothing else.”

Alec had no trouble recalling the captain’s pitted, staring eyes looking into his own; the smashed nose and mouth and broken teeth; the pieces of torn bark in his clenched hands and the trail of dark blood. He had died in frenzy and terror.

They left the building for the crowded street. The sky had cleared and the late-afternoon sun could be seen above the Hudson River, too low to warm them but brightening their spirits nevertheless.

“Let’s forget what happened and look ahead,” Henry suggested. “We’ve got plenty of things to do this spring.”

“I’d like that,” Alec said, shouldering his way through the milling people on their way home from work. He was anxious to be one of the crowd. He wanted to get back to his horse and the work he loved. He wanted to do common things, entailing common thoughts.

His hand found the small figurine in his pocket and he wondered if it was time to throw it away. Coming to a trash can, he stopped and took the figurine from his pocket. There was a throbbing in his temples as he looked at it. He had no fear of it, and yet he knew that with its coming his own world had altered. No single thing would ever again be quite the same as before.

Alec recalled the captain’s words, “I must never let it fall into strange, unkind hands.” He decided that he couldn’t throw it away.

“Come on, Alec,” Henry called irritably. “What’s keeping you?”

“I’m coming,” Alec answered. He looked at the figurine again; the green eyes appeared bright and seemed to be winking back at him. He put it in his pocket.
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Walter Farley’s love for horses began when he was a small boy living in Syracuse, New York, and continued as he grew up in New York City, where his family moved. Unlike most city children, he was able to fulfill this love through an uncle who was a professional horseman. Young Walter spent much of his time with this uncle, learning about the different kinds of horse training and the people associated with them.

Walter Farley began to write his first book, The Black Stallion, while he was a student at Erasmus Hall High School in Brooklyn, New York, and Mercersburg Academy in Pennsylvania. It was published in 1941 while he was still an undergraduate at Columbia University.

The appearance of The Black Stallion brought such an enthusiastic response from young readers that Mr. Farley went on to create more stories about the Black, and about other horses as well. In his life he wrote a total of thirty-four books, including Man o’ War, the story of America’s greatest thoroughbred, and two photographic storybooks based on the Black Stallion movies. His books have been enormously popular in the United States and have been published in twenty-one foreign countries.

Mr. Farley and his wife, Rosemary, had four children, whom they raised on a farm in Pennsylvania and at a beach house in Florida. Horses, dogs, and cats were always a part of the household.

In 1989, Mr. Farley was honored by his hometown library in Venice, Florida, which established the Walter Farley Literary Landmark in its children’s wing. Mr. Farley died in October 1989, shortly before publication of The Young Black Stallion, the twenty-first book in the Black Stallion series. Mr. Farley co-authored The Young Black Stallion with his son, Steven.
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