
        
            
                
            
        

    Annotation

    "GET HIM!"

    In a pack they rushed him. like a statue, Sloane awaited them, unmoving, expressionless. Then, when they were upon him, the statue sprang startlingly to life. Sloane's high kick shattered Surly's jaw, his right fist smashed the bearded one's nose, his left hand chopped Hare-lip in the temple, and as he dropped his right arm, Sloane shot back his elbow, sinking it deep into the Mexican's soft belly. The Mexican grunted and careened into the bar. Hare-lip fell senseless on the spot. Arms flailing, the bearded one cannon balled into the crowded tables, splattering blood on the horrified customers. The Mexican launched himself at Sloane, his hand emerging from inside his poncho with a long-bladed knife. He slashed at Sloane's throat. Sloane danced out of reach. Again the blade sliced the air toward Sloane. Again Sloane evaded it. The third time the Mexican lunged, Sloane gripped the man's wrist and applied pressure to the nerves.

    The Mexican threw back his head and screamed. His fingers clawed open. The knife slipped from his numbed grasp and embedded itself in the polished floor. Maintaining his grip, Sloane spun the Mexican round, doubled his arm high up his back and spun him squealing over the counter onto a shelf of bottles. He collapsed heavily onto a bed of broken glass… It was a waste, These were not the men Sloane was seeking. Only fools who felt they could taunt a lone blue-eyed "Chink." He smiled at the idea of being thought of as an Oriental. True, he would always remember Chang Fung and his family. They had literally plucked his broken body from the jaws of death when he was only twelve. But now he was ready find the vicious killers of Jim and Martha Sloane, two God-fearing homesteaders who had scraped the blistering desert with their bare hands to give their son a chance at a better life…
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    The white hell of desert was Death's domain — and Death was throwing a party. It was a good party. There was plenty to go around, plenty for everyone.

    First to come were the flies. Then the buzzards glided down for the feast. Intuitive, they'd waited all day, wheeling over the paymaster's wagon in wide, lazy circles, patient as the fat globe of molten heat squatting heavy above the parched, thirsty sand that stretched to the horizon and beyond like a sea of bone.

    The three guests of honor were the center of attention. But they didn't seem to be having much fun. They lay where they had fallen, the driver and the two guards, their bullet-smashed bodies grotesque, empty eye sockets staring. Nearby, still harnessed to the upturned wagon, the team of horses stiffened. The wagon was cleaned out, empty.

    Without haste, making their selections with care and deliberation, the gaunt, ugly birds tore into the feast. Raw, scrawny necks bulged, forcing down thick gobbets of horseflesh — and manflesh. Their patience had been well rewarded. The buzzards ate their fill.

    Later the coyotes would slink in for their share.

    Out in the shimmering desert heat, Tod Sloane was taking a good, close look at death in action. Five feet away on the baking sand a gila froze, tensing in anticipation, as a plump black beetle crept aimlessly, unsuspecting, toward it. The mongrel dog Tod held in his arms bared its teeth and growled. Tod hushed the dog, stroked it to silence. The boy was twelve years old, and death was too remote to be feared.

    The gila stood erect, motionless, paying no heed to its lazily approaching meal. It reminded Tod of a stuffed eagle he'd once seen in a store. Only a slight pulsing movement in the puffed-up bag of wrinkled skin under the monster's throat betrayed life, showed that it too was not stuffed. Tod found himself holding his breath as the beetle crept within inches of the stonelike gila. The gila remained motionless, vacant, apparently unaware even of the beetle's existence. Then it pounced. A long streak of tongue rolled out, scooped up the beetle and carried him back into the gila's waiting mouth. The mouth snapped shut. The gila sucked philosophically on its victim and gulped him down.

    From Tod's arms Scamp barked in angry protest. Again Tod hushed the dog but, blink-fast, the gila was gone, swallowed up by the empty desert. Tod hunched his shoulders. Anxious to go gila-hunting, Scamp urgently pawed the air. Tod set him down on the hot sand. Scamp got to work, sniffing round for the scent.

    "Ain't you glad they don't come no bigger'n that?" Tod asked his dog. He wasn't expecting a reply and he didn't get one. Besides, Scamp was too busy digging a hole. Tod. jerked a rubber ball, tight and black, from a well-filled pocket of his dungarees. He flicked it in the air, caught it two-handed. Scamp lost interest in his, hole, barked eagerly for attention. Tod flung the ball high and far into the air like he was fixing to knock the sun out of the red sky. Boy and dog raced after in pursuit.

    Scamp's jaws closed on the ball. Tod ran up behind, panting. Scamp tail-wagged his triumph. Tod threw his wide-brimmed straw hat to the ground in disgust. Plumping himself down beside the hat, he grabbed a handful of sand and watched it trickle from out of his fist, making patterns that were instantly part of the desert.

    "Hell, I let you win anyway," said Tod. "Only a darn fool dog'd wanna run in this heat like this."

    The trickle of sand stopped. Tod uncurled his fingers. His hand was empty. Still wagging his tail, Scamp ran up and dropped the ball into Tod's open palm. Tod pulled on his hat and stood up. Then, ghostly in the heat haze, he saw the covered wagons crawling toward him out of the desert. He wondered if this was a mirage or if he'd gone sun-crazy or if people often dreamed with their eyes open. Because up on the driver's seat of the lead wagon was a clown, a real live honest-to-goodness clown with a face white as flour and a great big red half-moon of a grin.

    "You see what I see, Scamp?" Tod asked his dog. Scamp barked enigmatically. Then Tod made a realization that spread a smile across his whole face.

    "It's a circus, Scamp," he laughed. "A circus!"

    * * *

    Seconds later, Tod was running toward the two wagons, whooping with pleasure, Scamp bouncing at his heels. Drawing nearer he saw there was no doubt about it, the man was a clown. A clown in a long checkered jacket with wide baggy pants cut of the same cloth. A battered derby perched atop his head at a drunken angle and a floppy green spotted bow tie dangled from his neck. The clown waved…

    Tod shifted his gaze to the other wagon. Its driver was even more surprising: a tall beautiful near-naked woman sitting cool beneath a pink parasol. Long hair, red as blood, cascaded down over bare shoulders and onto a glittering costume that fully displayed her white arms and black-silk legs and hugged the firm swell of her breasts. Tod had never seen so much of a woman all at once before, not even his mother, and he slowed to a walk, staring.

    The clown greeted him with twinkling blue eyes and a broad painted smile.

    "Don't be bashful, young feller… men three times your age've been struck dumb when they first laid eyes on Miss Scarlett Blade. That's all they ever laid on her too!" The clown laughed. It was a crazy kind of laugh.

    "Are you a real clown, mister?" Tod asked, edging nearer.

    "Can't think of no other good reason why a man'd be crazy 'nough to be all dressed up like this in the middle of hell-hot nowhere… can you?"

    Tod moved his head from side to side, slowly. The clown studied him with amusement.

    "What's your name, young man?"

    "Tod. Tod Sloane."

    Tod glanced down at his dog.

    "His name's Scamp."

    "Pleased to meet the both of you," said the clown. "You strayed far from home, Tod?"

    "No, sir," said Tod, pointing. "I live just over them dunes with my Ma and Pa."

    "How's about a free ride home in a circus wagon?" the clown invited.

    "Up there, next to you?" Tod marvelled.

    "Sure thing, climb aboard."

    "Thanks, mister!"

    Grabbing ahold of Scamp, Tod climbed up onto the seat beside the clown. The clown started up the team. The wagon jerked forward and the second wagon followed.

    Tod didn't like to stare. He examined the clown's painted face side-wise.

    "How'd you get to be a clown?" he asked. The clown laughed heartily.

    "You don't become a clown," he said. "Clowns happen. They're natural-born that way."
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    The Sloane homestead was a small, half-civilized bridgehead of humanity encroaching on Death's domain, torn from the parched wasteland by guts, determination, and relentless hard work. There was a neat timbered house with a flat roof, another half-completed building not quite ready to be called a barn, and a corral holding two aging horses. Nearby, a surly goat was tethered, munching resignedly on the previous day's leftovers. A dozen chickens patroled the yard, pausing often to jab shortsightedly at the weak soil.

    It wasn't much but to a man who'd been looking all his life for a place to call home, it was plenty. The fact that it was his because no one else wanted it didn't bother Jim Sloane at all. It made him that much more satisfied with his lot. Maybe other men could build themselves a home from a lifeless patch of sunbaked sand — but no one else had. Only him.

    Stripped to the waist, Jim was in the yard, rasping a hot saw through wood, cutting planks for the new barn. In that kind of heat every stroke of the saw was an act of faith. Sweat slicked his back, matted the sparse graying hairs on his chest. Every couple of minutes Jim had to stop to wipe the salt from his eyes and shoo away the fat blue flies drawn as eagerly to sweat as to death.

    He was gaunt and stringy with the look of a man who had worked ten hours a day, Sabbath included, for as long as he could remember. Some nights he lay awake and worried about that, about working on the Lord's day. But always he decided that if the Almighty could see, he also must understand. If Jim rested up for just one day it would be admitting defeat, giving in to the Devil's temptations. For who could deny that the desert, with its hellish heat, lifeless soil, and thousand kinds of death, belonged to the Devil and that Jim, by the fruits of his labor, was winning it back for honest Christian folk to dwell in. Not that Jim didn't expect Old Nick to fight back for his land. Already he'd sent his poisonous imps to drive Jim and his family out — the scorpions and rattlers, tarantulas and gilas… But with fire and bullets Jim had resisted them all and prevailed. And he was ready also for any of the Devil's two-legged emissaries that might come calling: Indians, army deserters, bandits, and worse. Propped within easy reach against a water butt was his rifle, a seven-shot cylinder number bought from Benjamin Bigelow's gunstore in Maysville.

    Jim had little liking for guns or instruments of death of any kind but he knew that until the Lord's commandments were established in the wilds, the law would have to be laid down with guns. And when the hour came for him to use his rifle against the ungodly, Jim Sloane knew the good Lord would guide his bullets to their target.

    When he saw the approaching wagons, Jim reached tensely for the rifle. Then he saw Tod waving happily to him from the lead wagon and he partly relaxed. Alerted by Scamp's excited barking and the creak of the wagons, Martha Sloane joined her husband in the yard, wiping her hands on an apron. Even with her straw-colored hair severely pulled back into a bun, Martha was an attractive woman with the fair, delicate good looks of her Swedish ancestors. Seeing guests, she pulled off her apron. Beneath it she wore a frock of pink calico, damp under the arms and at the cleft of her matronly breasts.

    Tod jumped down from his favored position beside the clown and ran to his father, Scamp not far behind.

    "Pa, can we go to the circus… please, Pa?"

    "Looks like the circus has come to us," said Jim, taking a step toward the man with the painted face. He saw it but he didn't yet believe it.

    "Mister, if you ain't the darndest thing I ever seen come out that desert!"

    The clown chuckled, climbing down from the wagon. He faced Jim, who was taller than him by a head.

    "This face, sir, is my fortune," the clown explained. "And there's some've said a considerable improvement on the one the good Lord in his wisdom saw fit to give me."

    As he spoke, the clown swung a black cane in a loose-wristed hand, giving emphasis to his words. The cane was richly ornate, engraved in gold.

    "I ask you, sir," he continued, "who am I, a simple entertainer, to go against both the wishes of my public and of the good Lord above?"

    "Amen!" agreed Jim Sloane, warming to the clown. However strange the small man's appearance, Jim recognized him for a true lover of the Lord.

    "Ah, brother, I knew you was a man of good sense and religion the moment I set eyes on you!" the clown exclaimed. He looked about, nodding in approval at what he saw.

    "It's a fine homely place you've got here, Mr. Sloane. You must be proud."

    The clown caught the sudden puzzlement in Jim's face and laughed, tugging playfully at the brim of Tod's hat.

    "This bright young man, trusting angel that he is, told me your name," he explained.

    "This here's m'wife, Martha," said Jim. Martha displayed pearly teeth in a welcoming smile. The clown bowed to her, tipping his hat.

    "A pleasure to make your acquaintance, ma'am."

    "Thanks, I'm sure," Martha answered, flustered by the unaccustomed gallantry. "I'll go in and fetch y'all a pitcher of nice coolin' buttermilk."

    "You're an angel too, ma'am… a merciful angel of providence!" Smiling girlishly and shaking her head at the man's flap-doodle, Martha headed back to the kitchen.

    While his father and the clown got better acquainted, Tod wandered round the back of the wagon with the healthy curiosity of a growing boy. His eyes met those of the red-headed girl called Scarlett. She hadn't moved from her perch up on the second wagon. Seeing her closer, Tod didn't think her face was so beautiful. Her eyes were too hard and her mouth was all crowded to one side like a sneer that had settled in. But there was no denying the rest of her was beautiful. Tod was old enough to know where to look and look he did. He couldn't help himself. Her costume was an open invitation. The tops of her breasts were peeking out and he could see the freckliness of them. Her waist was as hourglass trim as a young girl's and her legs looked so soft and silky in the dark stockings that Tod wanted to reach out and touch them. He repressed the urge, guessing the experience probably wouldn't be worth a strapping.

    Scarlett met his scrutiny with a cold, hostile stare. Avoiding her eyes, Tod turned his attention to the back flap of the clown's wagon. He wasn't a snooper but he felt a feverish excitement that needed feeding with further surprises. He knew the clown wouldn't mind if he took a quick peek inside the wagon. After all, it was a clown's job to provide fun surprises. Inside, there might be tricks and trumpets and bright costumes all demanding his immediate attention. Maybe even a dancing monkey… impulsively, he reached out and pulled the wagon flap open.

    Tod stepped back in a panic. He was looking into the eye of a rifle pointed straight at him by a man in buckskin with the look of a hunter. The man was grinning. It was not a very pleasant grin.

    It Tod hadn't been staring so hard at that little round noticed, further back in the wagon, the heap of dull gray hole at the end of the Sharp's carbine, he might have bags bearing the mark of the U.S. Treasury Department.
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    "As for me, I don't hold myself to any name," said the clown. "A fool gets called all kindsa names… so I let folks pick their own name for me, the one they reckon as fits me best."

    Jim Sloane frowned. "If you got no regular name," he puzzled, "how'd people remember you by?"

    The clown laughed his peculiar high laugh.

    "They don't forget me easy… no, sir!" laughed the nameless clown. "I give 'em cause to remember me!"

    Carrying a tray with a pitcher of fresh buttermilk and some glasses, Martha joined them. She filled a glass and handed it to the clown. He raised it to his painted lips and drank.

    "Delightful!" he complimented, returning the empty glass to the tray. "Truly delightful."

    Martha seemed to glow with pleasure.

    "You blessed Samaritans have been so hospitable to a poor stranger without a name," said the clown, "I dare scarcely ask another favor of you…"

    "Ask and ye shall receive," said Jim.

    "You give me the courage to speak right up, brother Sloane," the clown said earnestly. "Would you kind folks be mindin' if me and my little family rested up here awhile?"

    "You'd be right welcome, mister," answered Jim Sloane. "You and your… family."

    The last word caught like a fishbone in Jim's throat because at that moment he looked up and saw the clown's «family» and he got the feeling that all the evil in the world had suddenly entered his home. Martha followed his gaze and gave a small cry.

    There were seven of them and none of them were smiling. Despite the heat, Jim felt cold inside as he looked at each of the strangers in turn. There was a wild-eyed youth in buckskin, cradling a rifle, and a dark thin man in a gambler's black suit. Next to them was an Indian who looked as if he might once have been an army scout. His thin-lipped face was cruel. Beside him stood a huge man, a giant with yellow skin, slanted eyes, and a bald head of polished smoothness. Then there was a lean blond cowboy, the surly expression of a rebellious child on his baby-face. And a Negro, heavy and thick-set, dressed from head to toe in soft black leather. In his hand dangled a bullwhip. And finally there was the woman Jim had seen on the second wagon, the woman with hair the color of fresh-spilled blood. For the first time he realized how near naked she was, how carelessly she flaunted her voluptuous body. Now he saw her for what she was — the Scarlet Whore of Babylon!

    To one side of this hell-crew stood Tod, pale and scared. Jim Sloane looked at his son and saw his own fear mirrored in the boy's eyes. Instinctively, Jim's gaze strayed to the rifle propped against the water-barrel, just out of reach. His intention was not lost on the clown. Head cocked to one side, he contemplated Jim with sardonic amusement.

    "Why, brother Sloane," he said, "You look like a man in trouble."

    Jim dashed for his rifle, seized it and swung it toward the intruders. As he did so, the Negro flexed his right arm in Jim's direction and something black streaked toward him, fast as a striking snake. The whip coiled round the rifle's barrel, ruining his aim. The shot blasted sand at Jim's feet.

    "Jim!" screamed his wife. Pitcher and glasses shattered on the ground. The Negro hauled back his arm, yanking the rifle from Jim's grasp and out of his reach.

    "Nice," said the clown.

    The Negro again drew back his arm and lashed at Jim. The blow caught him in the face, ripping open his cheek to the bone. Jim staggered back, clutching at the ragged red tear in his face. Blood splashed bis hands and naked chest.

    Tod watched with horror. It came as a shock to see that his father was vulnerable, that he could be hurt and humiliated by other men. A terrible feeling of disaster oppressed him, chilling his whole body. Vomit rose to his mouth.

    Jim threw up his hands to protect himself as the whip once more snaked towards him. It was useless. The lead-tipped whip ripped his hands, coiled round his bare chest, spinning him round, slicing deep into his flesh.

    "Martha! Tod!" Jim yelled at his family in desperation. "Get in the house! Get the…"

    His words were cut off when the clown leaped into the air and kicked him in the back, knocking him sprawling onto the sand.

    "Pa!" Tod screamed. He wanted to run to his father, to help him up and defend him. But something inside him told him he'd be throwing away his life. Seeing his mother running towards the house, he followed as fast as he could.

    Martha raced for the house like the Hounds of Hell were sniffing at her heels. She knew there was an old flintlock pistol in a drawer somewhere. If she could reach it, maybe…

    The clown watched the woman and boy escaping. He turned to the baby-faced cowboy with the wispy blond hair.

    "Looks like our audience is running out on us," he said. Smiling pleasantly, Lucky Luke spun his lasso over his head then cast it. Martha screamed when it settled neatly over her shoulders and tightened round her. The cowboy let out a whoop as he drew Martha toward him like a fish jumping on a hook.

    Blinded by blood, Jim lurched to his feet. The drying blood caked sand to his torn face and body.

    "Run!" he screamed, "Run!"

    The yellow-skinned giant with the shaven head and slanted eyes stepped up to Jim and knuckled his face, a powerful backhand blow that sent Jim reeling on his back. The clown strolled over to the bleeding man. With his cane he gestured towards the yellow giant, speaking in the voice of a fairground barker.

    "Back in his home country of Mongolia, my friend Khan here is considered a champion wrestler…" The tip of the clown's cane prodded Jim's ribs.

    "If you keep on making a nuisance of yourself, he'll be only too pleased to personally demonstrate to you some of his favorite tricks." At these words, Khan proudly drew himself up, preening like a parakeet. He placed a huge booted foot on Jim's chest and pushed down. Jim squirmed and screamed as pain fired his lungs.

    * * *

    Some instinct of self-preservation had made Tod run straight past the house and continue on out toward the desert, Scamp bouncing alongside. Tod knew it was the only chance he had to save his life — lose himself out there in the hot dry emptiness. Maybe the next day he'd be dying of thirst and wishing for a quick death but at that moment the desert looked to him like the sweetest, most welcoming place on God's earth.

    * * *

    Lucky Luke had his lasso nooselike round Martha's neck, pulling it tight with his left hand while his right gripped the back of her head, forcing her lips toward his. Martha fought to preserve her honor with the strength of a woman demented, slapping and scratching, kicking and hollering. Luke yelped as her hand raked his face and nearly took an eye with it.

    "Luke's always having woman trouble," sympathised the clown, shaking his head. "His trouble is, he don't treat 'em rough enough…" He looked over at the brutish Mongolian.

    "Show him how, Khan," he said.

    With a deep-throated chuckle, Khan stepped over Jim's groaning body toward Martha. She screamed hysterically as the grinning giant drew nearer, fighting to tear herself from Luke's grasp. Khan slapped her hard across the face, making a sound as loud as the crack of the Negro's whip. The imprint of his hand glowed hot on her cheek. A trickle of blood ran from Martha's nose to the corner of her mouth. Something died in her eyes. She stopped screaming and began to sob, making whimpering sounds in her throat. She did not resist as Luke yanked her arms behind her. Khan moved forward and his massive hand closed, groping, over her full breasts…

    Jim Sloane dragged himself along the ground toward his wife, every movement causing a spasm of pain to jerk his tortured body. The dark man dressed like a gambler stooped over him, grabbed a handful of his hair in a black-gloved hand and hauled him roughly to his feet.

    "Careful, Jack," Scarlett said to her brother, glancing up from a close study of her fingernails. "You can hurt a man that way." Jack smiled thinly and pressed the blade of a knife to Jim's throat. Scarlett went back to inspecting her nails. They were long and pointed and as red as her hair.

    Through blood-fogged eyes, Jim saw the youth in buckskin with the crazy eyes raise his rifle and take aim at Tod. The boy was escaping deeper into the desert.

    "Kids an' dawgs… nothin' but noise an' trouble," said the youth in a voice from east of the Mississippi. Jim threw out a hand toward the buckskin youth, a plea forming in bis throat. Jack tightened his grip and the knife blade bit into Jim's throat. A thin stream of blood dripped onto his blood-encrusted chest. Jack said, "Be my guest, Fish…"

    The man called Fish peered along the barrel of the Beecher's Bible and fired.

    Out in the desert, Scamp yelped and jumped. The dog's body rolled over a few times and lay still, — a bloodied lifeless ball of fur. Tod knew better than to even stop and look. He went right on running.

    Fish spat and again took aim. His finger tightened on the trigger. Jim bit into the hand holding the knife to his throat, pushed the dark man aside and threw himself onto Fish, thrusting the rifle upward. The shot went wild.

    Fish tore the rifle free of Jim's grasp, swung it back and smashed the butt into Jim's face. Jim toppled onto his back and lay groaning. Pieces of broken teeth hung from his mouth on threads of red saliva. Jack strode up to him. He hauled back his foot and booted Jim's manhood. Jim's agony roared. He twisted onto his front, beating the ground with his feet. His body curled into a ball of pain.

    "Dear God," he wept, over and over.

    Fish hurriedly returned the rifle to his shoulder. The barrel swung about, seeking a target. There was none. Tod had reached the cover of the dunes.

    "Damnation!" Fish swore, lowering the rifle.

    "Crow, get after him," said the clown, casual.

    The Indian had so far watched the proceedings with stone-faced indifference. Now he sprang into action, vaulting over the corral fence onto the back of one of the penned horses. His heels sank into the horse's soft underbelly and the horse cleared the fence. Trailing dust, the horse and its rider sped out of the yard after Tod.

    The clown looked down at Jim.

    "You haven't been very neighborly, Mr. Sloane. You've done nothin' but try and bring the curtain down on our show…" The clown shook his head with regret.

    "You'll have to learn the first rule in this business of ours — the show must go on." He looked toward the-Negro with the bullwhip. "Teach him, Bull."

    With a fine leisurely sense of showmanship, Bull Wray uncoiled the twenty-foot bullwhip. He drew back bis arm for the first lesson.

    * * *

    As he ran, Tod heard the steady crack of the whip biting through the desert stillness. He knew what it meant and tears burned his cheeks. His clothes were already drenched with sweat and his whole body ached with effort. His heart pounded, his brain throbbed and he felt every step he ran was timed to the painful beat of a giant drum. But he kept on running because he knew to stop meant death.

    And then, above the roaring in his ears, he heard a new sound and with dreadful fear recognized the relentless pounding of hooves on sand. Without stopping, he turned and saw the Indian crest the brow of the dunes and come galloping down after him…

    * * *

    Jim Sloane lay semiconscious in the dirt of the yard. Blood from his ruined back darkened the sand around him. The slashing whip had cut a hideous patchwork from his skin. In some places bone showed dull white against raw bloody flesh.

    The clown looked down at Bull's handiwork, nodding approval. With his cane he gestured to the big yellow man. "Khan, he's all yours…"

    Khan shoved Martha aside. He'd ripped open her calico dress to below her navel. Her heavy breasts were scratched and purpled from his rough handling. Full of shame, Martha hung her head low.

    Eyes bright, Khan advanced on the bloodied figure lying in the center of the yard. Toying with Martha had aroused the big Mongolian, given him an appetite for still more cruel pleasures. Stooping, he grasped Jim's right hand in his own as if wishing to give him a cordial handshake. He helped the homesteader to his feet. Jim swayed unsteadily. Holding firm his grip on Jim's hand, Khan pushed him. Then, as his victim staggered back, Khan jerked him forward by the arm, swinging him round with all his brute strength. Jim Sloane shrieked and pitched forward, his legs churning sand. His right arm was dislocated from his shoulder.

    "Hot damn!" Fish applauded.

    Khan saluted his appreciative audience. Then he repeated the performance with Jim's left arm.

    Amazingly, life still beat in Jim Sloane's broken body. Blood frothed on his lips as he struggled to speak through splintered teeth. The sounds he made were hardly human.

    "I believe Mr. Sloane has something to tell us," the clown acknowledged. "Help him up so's he can speak his piece." Jim moaned flatly when Khan pulled him upright.

    "Well, what's on your mind, Mr. Sloane?" the clown asked, bringing bis face close to Jim's. "Speak up!"

    Every breath was torture to Jim and the words were a long time coming.

    "Your name…" he said, weakly. "I know… what it is."

    "You do?" The clown was genuinely interested. "Well, tell me, what it is!"

    "The… Devil!"

    The clown laughed, long and hard.

    Then he gripped the handle of his fancy-looking cane and tugged a sharp-edged blade from its wooden scabbard. He held the point of the sword to Jim's throat.

    "Well, who's to say you're wrong," said the clown, ready to put weight behind the point.

    Jim looked toward his wife. Their eyes met. There was shame and despair in her face and she looked away.

    The clown lunged, pressing the sword through Jim's body. The blade emerged dripping from his back. Jim buckled. Khan relaxed his hold, allowing the body to slump to the ground, puddling blood. The clown pulled the blade free and wiped it clean on Jim's trousers.

    Without a further look at the body, Khan returned to Martha. He seized her head in both hands and his thick lips crushed hers in a clumsy kiss. Martha bit his lower lip hard. Bellowing, Khan jerked back his head. His tongue probed his lip and tasted blood. The narrow slits of the Mongolian's eyes became narrower. He showed yellowed teeth in a grinning mouth. Then he dipped his head to Martha's breast and his teeth closed on a plump brown nipple.

    He bit it off.

    * * *

    Tod heard his mother's screams and a sob shuddered through him as he turned once more to face the Indian. For some time Crow had been playing with him, riding circles round him and charging him with wild cries. Again he wheeled the horse round and urged it at the gallop toward the boy. As the trampling hooves bore down on Tod, Crow uttered a savage yell that sent cold fingers of fear crawling up Tod's spine.

    Tod's legs refused to run. He lurched towards a three-pronged cactus and threw himself behind it. The pounding of hooves grew deafening.

    The horse shied back from the sharp spines of the cactus and reared, throwing Crow to the ground.

    Tod picked himself up and limped away as fast as his aching legs allowed.

    * * *

    Between them Khan and Lucky Luke dragged Martha toward the house. Capering enthusiastically, Fish followed.

    "Fish, you ain't gonna fool with no other woman, are you, honey?" Scarlett called after him. Her voice betrayed her concern. Fish turned to her, looking hurt.

    "Why, baby, I'm just havin' a bit of fun… you know it don't mean beans!"

    He blew her a quick kiss and hurried after the others, knowing now he'd have to wait until last.

    Scarlett watched him enter the house, her lips tight together.

    "Lookee what I done found!" shouted Bull Wray running from the house, a green metal box under his arm. He threw the box to the ground near Jim's body. Drawing a Navy Colt, he blasted the lock off the box, then knelt down to open it. The clown took off his derby and held it out for Bull to fill. Bull grudgingly emptied the contents of the box into the clown's hat. He watched the clown pick through an assortment of bills and small change.

    The clown looked scornfully over at Jim's body which had already become a popular meeting place for local flies.

    "Sixty bucks," he announced. "Chickenshit!"
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    They tore off the rest of Martha's clothes and spread-eagled her on the wooden table in the kitchen. Luke held down her arms while Fish had to sit under the table, holding her legs apart by the ankles.

    Khan was first. His pants fell around his ankles. Fish snickered from under the table.

    "You may be a yeller heathen, Khan," Luke said, "But there's some things you got bigger'n a Texan!"

    Khan grunted humorlessly and reached over to grip the edge of the table behind Martha's head. He pressed forward against Martha. She bucked and shrieked as the big Mongolian ploughed into her.

    * * *

    Crow charged.

    Tod took a couple more desperate, pained steps. Then his legs gave way and his face hit the hot sand, directly in the path of the galloping horse. Tod had a nightmare glimpse of hooves drumming sand; then there was a feeling of being cracked open and pain beyond pain. Then nothing.

    Crow swung the horse round back toward the boy. He reared the horse and the hooves smashed down again and again until all sign of life had been pulped from the boy's body.

    * * *

    Still smarting with resentment, Scarlett wandered over to the near-completed barn that would now never be completed. Raw male laughter pursued her from the house and she could well imagine what was happening inside. What Fish was up to.

    On the floor of the barn was a collection of bottles and cans. Scarlett picked up one of the bigger cans and sniffed at it. Growing interested, she shook the can gently from side to side and was rewarded by the swish of liquid from inside. Enough for what she had in mind.

    Silent as a shadow, her brother Jack joined her. He looked at the can she was holding. He took it in black-gloved hands and raised it to his nose. He frowned.

    "Kerosene," said Scarlett smiling brightly.

    * * *

    Scarlett noiselessly opened the door and looked into the kitchen. Khan had taken his pleasure and Lucky Luke had replaced him. Whooping and hollering, the cowboy danced his lean body atop Martha's. Martha lay motionless, staring at the ceiling with empty eyes. What Scarlett could see of her pale body was scratched and bruised and bitten and shiny with blood and sweat. Scarlett couldn't tell for sure whether she was alive or dead.

    "This sure beats breakin' in broncs!" Luke laughed.

    "Yeah, well this ain't no rodeo, cowboy," complained Fish, "so you hurry on up and make way for others… you just ain't got no consideration for other people!"

    Luke laughed, then reaching his climax, went suddenly cross-eyed and let out a piercing whistle like a train letting off steam.

    "You've had your fun, boy, now let a man into the saddle…"

    Fish shoved Luke aside and took his place. He kept a tight, two-handed hold of his rifle as he positioned himself on Martha. He laid the rifle across her throat, grinning…

    "You an' me, baby, we're gonna get on like a house on fire," he promised.

    Scarlett tilted the can of kerosene. A dark stain spread across the kitchen floor, edging towards the table. She reached behind her and Jack put a match in her hand. She struck the match on a tooth and tossed it into the kitchen. She closed the door. She and Jack and the others stood back and waited.

    They didn't have to wait long.

    The door burst open and Khan and Luke ran out, coughing. Fish wasn't far behind, tripping over his pants. As he emerged from the smoke, Scarlett stuck out her foot. He sprawled headlong into the dirt, his backside bared for all who cared to see.

    "Well, ain't that a pretty sight," Bull guffawed. The Negro's laughter ceased when he caught sight of Martha in the smoke-spewing doorway.

    Tight-faced, Scarlett stepped forward and stretched her arm across the doorway, blocking Martha's escape. Through the smoke, Martha stared dully at the men who had killed her husband and raped her, turning from face to face. Then she looked at Scarlett, searching her eyes in a way that made Scarlett drop her arm and move back. Martha began to laugh, a crazy pathetic laugh of empty despair and they knew she was mad. Still laughing, Martha stepped backward, back into the burning house. The leaping fire licked her naked body and her laughter became screaming. Flames ran up her long hair and a fiery halo circled the face of the screaming woman. She screamed and screamed.

    Fish snatched up his rifle and emptied it into the flames. The burning thing that had been Martha seemed to hang there as if held up by the flames. Then it dropped back into the blaze and the screaming stopped and there was silence except for the sizzling and crackling of the flames.

    Fish was the first to break the silence.

    "You damn black-hearted bitch!" he yelled, slapping Scarlett back and forth across the face.

    "Just havin' a little fun!" she spat. "Don't mean beans! Ha!" Fish drew back his hand to close her mouth with a fist. But he held the punch as Jack stepped lightly up, whittling a stick to a point with his knife.

    "Having trouble, little sister?" he asked without raising his eyes from the knife. Fish dropped his arm to his side.

    "No trouble, thank you, brother," Scarlett smiled.

    Fish glared at the man with the knife.

    "I ain't scared of your piddlin' shiv, Mr. Smooth-as-a-damn-alley-cat!" He shook his rifle at him. "Anytime," he challenged. "Anytime, you hear!"

    "I'll try and keep it in mind," said Jack languidly, turning away at the sound of an approaching horse.

    Crow rode into the yard.

    "Well?" the clown asked, stepping out to meet him. Crow jabbed a finger upward and they saw vultures gliding in the smoke-sullied sky.

    "No more boy," said Crow.

    The clown glanced from Jim Sloane's broken body to the burning house which looked about ready to fall in on itself. When he spoke his voice was wistful.

    "Looks like the show's over," he said.
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    Tod Sloane woke in Hell.

    Just like his Pa always said he would one day. He knew it was Hell because his body was blazing with pain from one end to the other and because there were three devils watching him. Tod closed his eyes fast. Too fast. The pain tore a groan from him.

    It didn't seem right, he thought when the pain allowed, that he should have been sent here and not up to the other place. He'd never done anything really bad, not that he could remember. Sure, he'd stolen a few apples from a store in town and blacked a couple of eyes and once, when she'd pulled her drawers down for him to see, he'd looked at Sadie Welch's bare ass — but she ought to be the one getting roasted for that.

    Painfully, Tod eased open his eyes, hoping the devils would be gone. They weren't. They stood there looking down at him through devilish slit eyes. There was a big, fierce-looking man-devil and two females. One of them was disguised as a little girl. Just showed how cunning these devils could be, thought Tod. She was probably the wickedest of the whole bunch.

    Tod watched the middle devil, the one looking like a woman, offer a small shiny box to the man-devil. He noticed the man-devil only had one arm and wondered if hell-fire had burned off the other. All around him smoke curled in the air. Strangely, it didn't smell like burnt flesh or brimstone but more like some kind of perfume.

    The big devil dipped his single hand into the shiny box and came up with a long needle. He heated the needle over a candle flame, his slit eyes on Tod. This is where the torture starts, Tod thought. First they stick me with needles then… the big devil leaned over him, the bright needle poised between two fingers. Tod tried to shrink back. A fresh wave of pain withered his body. The devil thrust the needle into his leg. Tod braced himself for the new shock of pain. It did not come. Instead, the old pain seemed to flow right out of him. Tod found himself falling down a long narrow black well. Before he hit the dark water below, he was asleep.

    * * *

    When he woke again, the devils were gone and filtered sunlight was on his face. He tried to raise himself and fire flowed through his veins. The pain had been no dream anyway, he thought.

    His head was propped on a rolled blanket so he had a good view of his surroundings. There was no doubt about it, he was in a covered wagon. And the wagon had stopped. He suddenly remembered the two wagons that had brought the clown and his friends out of the desert and fear grabbed his heart and squeezed some extra beats out of it. He saw again, vividly, his father getting whipped, heard his mother's shrieks… his breath came quick and shuddery. Was he a prisoner? Had they kept him alive just to have the fun of killing him all over again? If so, there was nothing he could do about it except lie and wait for them.

    The inside of the wagon was packed with stuff: boxes and bundles and all kinds of geegaws he'd never seen before, not even in town. There were even some funny-looking plants in the wagon. The place smelled as strange as it looked: sweet and spicy.

    By the bed was a small statue of a fat bald man sitting cross-legged and grinning. Tod didn't like it. It reminded him of the clown.

    Looking down, Tod examined his body — except it didn't look like his body anymore. It looked like it belonged to someone else. It was covered in bandages and all puffed out of shape.

    Tod caught his breath as the wagon-flap flew aside and someone climbed into the wagon. It was the woman devil. But now she looked more like a Chinese woman. He'd seen Chinese folk before in San Francisco but never close like this. The woman looked older than his Ma. Her face was thin and sad, but pleasant and reassuring. Her long black hair was tied in a braid that hung down her back over a jacket of shiny blue cloth. With surprise, Tod noticed she wore pants. Just like a man.

    The woman seemed startled to find him awake. She smiled at him, kindly. Tod tried to speak. He wanted to ask her where he was, who she was… but the words came out as a fit of dry coughing.

    The Chinese woman called out something he couldn't understand. Her voice was sweet and it sounded almost like she was singing. A moment later the little girl climbed into the wagon carrying a bowl. Like her mother, her hair was braided and she wore pants. Tod guessed her to be a couple of years younger than himself. The girl handed the bowl to the woman and stepped back, watching him gravely through wide green eyes.

    The woman held the bowl to his lips. It was water. He drank thirstily. When he looked up again, the big man-devil of his dream was in the wagon. Tod eyed the Chinaman warily. He hadn't forgotten that long needle.

    The man also had his hair long and braided but there was nothing womanish about him. His fierce look reminded Tod of an Indian chief he'd once seen. Though the chief had been a chained prisoner, he'd held himself proud and upright. The same as the Chinaman.

    The woman removed the empty bowl from Tod's lips. Tod found he could speak more easily.

    "Why am I… all trussed up like this?"

    The Chinaman looked at him with eyes that seemed to Tod to be able to see right down inside of him.

    "You have been… very ill," said the Chinaman, speaking in a slow correct way, sounding like a preacher who was sucking on a penny jawstopper. "The cloth holds herbs next to your body… they will make you well. What is your name?"

    "Tod Sloane."

    "I am Chang Fung. This is my wife Hsiao-Yu, and Su Fan, my daughter." As their names were spoken, mother and daughter put their hands together like they were praying and bowed their heads toward Tod.

    "How is your pain?" Chang Fung asked.

    "Painful," said Tod.

    The Chinaman nodded and reached for a familiar shiny little box. He saw the fear glint in Tod's eyes when he drew out the long-needle.

    "Ancient Chinese cure," he explained. "Please not to struggle… there will be no hurt."

    Tod wasn't convinced.

    Uneasily, he watched Chang Fung uncover his right leg and hold the point of the needle to his skin. He got ready to holler. The Chinaman pushed the needle deep. Tod made no sound. There was no need. It was like the Chinaman said: he had not felt the needle's sting.

    Puzzled, Tod watched Chang Fung twisting the needle, rotating it swiftly between thumb and forefinger. Tod lowered his head back onto the improvised pillow. It was strange but he could feel the pain dissolving inside of him. His whole body grew warm and relaxed. Chang Fung plucked the needle from the boy's leg.

    "Not so bad, eh?" he asked.

    Tod smiled faintly. He couldn't shake his head so he moved his eyes in a way that said the same thing.

    "How'd I get here?" he asked.

    "We found you in the desert, the life nearly gone from your body," Chang Fung answered. "You were fortunate the fire drew us to you."

    "Fire?" There was alarm in Tod's face.

    "The small farm on the edge of the desert… was that not your home?"

    Tod stared at the Chinaman with a kind of desperation. He didn't want to ask the question because in his guts he already knew what the answer had to be. But he couldn't hold it back either.

    "Ma and Pa… they're dead, ain't they?"

    Chang Fung held his eyes to the boy's. "They are dead," he said.

    Tod turned away from the three Chinese, fighting back the tears.

    They came anyway.

    * * *

    Three days later, Chang Fung and his wife carried Tod outside and sat him on a box. The sun seemed unfamiliar, blinding. His eyes red, Tod blinked at the three freshly dug mounds in the sand.

    Thrust into the sand before each of the two larger graves was a narrow wooden slat on which Chang Fung had painted the names of Jim and Martha Sloane and added some peculiar bird tracks of his own. Without asking, Tod knew the smaller mound was for Scamp.

    He watched Chang Fung light a handful of thin brown sticks then wave them in the air, snuffing out the flames. Smoke spiraled from the glowing tips of the sticks. The Chinaman gave some of them to the little girl, Su Fan, and she handed three to Tod. The smoke rose in his face, powerfully sweet.

    Hsiao Yu knelt before the graves holding some sheets of yellow paper about the size of dollar bills. She set the paper on fire. Flames ate the yellow sheets from her hand and they became black wisps of nothingness dancing in the heat of the air.

    "Halfway across the world we have traveled, further than you can imagine," said Chang Fung, placing his hand on Tod's shoulder, "so we could escape the violence of men… and now we find it here, waiting for us, mocking us." He shook his head at the ways of the gods.

    "Heaven is ruthless and treats all creatures like straw dogs." Tod did not understand the meaning of the words but he remembered them. Chang Fung looked down at him.

    "This land of America is not for the weak. We were foolish to think different… but you will not be weak. You will grow strong." The Chinaman seemed to be making him some kind of promise, Tod realized. He looked away, toward the blackened ruin that had been his home. He had no time now for the future, only for memories of the past. In the yard, chickens flapped aimlessly about, their clucking indignant. They too seemed to know their peace was gone forever.

    * * *

    The first town they came to, Chang Fung reported everything Tod had told him to the sheriff. But the town was astir with news of the coining war between the states and no one had enough time or interest to listen to a one-armed Chink's story about clowns and crazy folks that lived on the edge of the desert. Chang Fung returned to the wagon downhearted. He had gone in search of justice and brought back nothing but hollow promises.

    "Do you have no one else… no other family?" he asked Tod after they had eaten.

    Tod considered the question, picking the last couple of grains of rice from his plate. He was getting quite expert in the use of chopsticks.

    "Just Aunt Sarah, I s'pose."

    "Do you know where she lives?"

    "Sure," Tod answered, "In some tepee somewheres, I guess. Comanches scalped m'uncle and stole her away. Pa heard she was havin' such a good time she didn't wanna come back no more."

    Chang Fung nodded sagely.

    "You have seen the plants we carry with us," he said. "From San Francisco we have come in search of a place to grow the small oranges that are called satsumas. If it is your wish, you may join us… we will be happy to take you with us."

    Tod was confused. Emotions tugged his thoughts in different directions. He'd never expected to end up as a Chinaman. But these people had saved his life. He was grateful to them and he liked them. And he couldn't think of anyplace else to go.

    "O.K.," he said.

    Chang Fung nodded again and Tod could see he was more pleased than he wanted to show. Su Fan grinned at her new brother and laughed excitedly. Hsiao Yu threw her arms round him and hugged him like she was welcoming a long-lost relative. Tears of joy filled her eyes.

    "Chao Yu!" she cried.

    Tod looked questioningly at Chang Fung.

    "We also had a son," said the Chinaman in a low voice. "The journey here from the Middle Kingdom, the land you call China, was long. On the boat he died of a fever."

    Chang Fung looked at his wife and Tod saw his eyes too were moist.

    "His name was Chao Yu…"

    Tod tried to understand.

    * * *

    As they traveled, Tod's bones mended and his skin healed. Thanks to Hsiao Yu's knowledge of herbs, the wounds left few scars and these were small. But for the scars on his face, there was little she could do. Exposure to the sun had branded the wounds deep. A pattern of fine wrinkles marked the new skin on his forehead and under his eyes, giving his face a worn and leathery look. The scars were not ugly but they — and the unforgetting look in bis eyes — made Tod look older than his years.

    The hidden wound did not heal so easily. He had seen things that would never be forgotten, had felt emotions that would always be with him. Somewhere deep inside, Tod sensed a dark hole and in the hole was a raging fireball: a fierce blazing ball of hatred for the men who had killed bis parents. The fireball was always there. He could feel it when he helped Chang Fung with the chores, when he laughingly taught Hsiao Yu a few words of broken English, even when he played with Su Fan. At such times he tried to smother the fire. They would have been shocked to see its fiery reflection in his eyes. But the fire remained, as hellish hot as the inferno that had grilled his mother's flesh off her bones. And Tod knew it would stay until the day when its angry heat touched the clown and his killers and consumed them completely.
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    It was on the trail that Tod began his training.

    "We start on the ground," said Chang Fung. "The first thing you must learn is how to sit."

    "Sit!"

    Scratching his head, Tod watched the Chinaman take up a cross-legged position on the ground. He didn't look much different from the fat-bellied statue in the wagon.

    Tod followed his example as best he could.

    "Good… but keep your back straight."

    "You said you was gonna make me strong," Tod complained. "This is just givin' me leg cramps."

    Chung Fung smiled faintly.

    "If nothing else, Tod, this will teach you the patience you obviously lack." The Chinaman continued.

    "You must first know that there are two kinds of strength: physical strength, and inner strength, which we Chinese call the Tchi. Both are important, but of the two, inner strength is more important as you will learn. A man may be big and powerful but if he does not possess the inner strength to direct his energy, he will soon be overcome. In the same way, a small man may not have big muscles but if he has inner strength he can never really be beaten." Tod shifted uneasily. He wanted to pay attention to what Chang Fung was saying but the uncomfortableness of his position drew away his thoughts.

    "By the practice of meditation — sitting as we are now, letting our thoughts grow calm — we develop the Tchi. At this moment, I can see you are struggling with both your body and your thoughts. When you are able to sit like this, comfortably and quietly, you will have mastered the body. When you are able to follow my words without any distraction, you will have started to develop the Tchi."

    Tod frowned.

    "What I don't understand is how this helps you fight better?"

    "Imagine you are in a fight. You are very angry, you lash out with fury. Your enemy is very calm, he attacks carefully… who will win?"

    Tod shrugged his shoulders.

    "The other feller I guess… unless I'm bigger'n him."

    "Big or small, you will lose. So first we must develop peace and inner calmness." The Chinaman gestured toward his crossed legs. "This is how."

    Chang Fung closed his eyes, becoming silent. Tod watched him intently. The Chinaman was completely motionless. He didn't even seem to be breathing. For several minutes, he remained that way.

    When he opened his eyes, Tod asked him, "If you can't see this Tchi stuff, how'd you know for sure when you've got it?"

    Chang Fung smiled tolerantly at his pupil. Looking around, he spotted a rock lying not far from the trail.

    "That rock," he said, pointing. "Bring it to me."

    Delighted to stretch his legs, Tod limped over and grabbed the rock. It was about seven inches long and several inches wide. And it was heavy.

    "Hold the rock so…" Chang Fung instructed, rising to his feet. Tod held the rock away from him in both hands like he was offering it to the Chinaman as a present. Chang Fung focused all his attention on the rock. Taking several deep breaths, he raised his hand about it, fingers outstretched and pressed tightly together.

    With a wild yell he slammed the edge of his hand down on the rock. Gasping his surprise, Tod jumped back quickly. The rock had fallen by his feet.

    Neatly smashed in two.

    * * *

    "Come on, weakling, hit me!" Dancing round him, the Chinaman taunted Tod.

    "O.K., you asked for this!" the boy cried, red-faced and humiliated. He rushed forward, swinging his fist at Chang Fung's head.

    Chang Fung stepped nimbly aside and Tod tasted sand. He scrambled back to his feet and stood catching his breath, eyeing the Chinaman suspiciously. How the hell was he supposed to get close enough to hit him when he kept jumping around like a trout out of water?

    Chang Fung stopped moving.

    "Alright, I will be still. Now hit me!"

    Stepping closer, Tod aimed a punch at his stepfather's chin. It never got anywhere near the target. He found his fist firmly wrapped up in yellow fingers.

    "Again," said Chang Fung, relaxing his grip.

    As he tumbled to the ground, Tod wondered how anyone could get his knee up that high, let alone block a punch with it.

    Arms whirling like a windmill, Tod tried everything he could think of, even both fists at once. It was no good. The hard ground greeted his backside once more after Chang Fung had swept the boy's legs from under him.

    "That is enough for today… now we rest." Chang Fung helped the boy to his feet. "Now do you see what can be done with inner strength and the knowledge of Kung Fu?" he asked. Tod ruefully nodded as he sat down in the meditation position and crossed his legs.

    "Tell me more about this Kung Fu," he said.

    Chang Fung squatted down beside him.

    "It is perhaps as old as the mountains. But our people trace it back to a temple at Shaolin in Honan province. The temple was burned down over a thousand years ago, and no more Kung Fu was ever taught there. But some of the monks escaped and showed its secrets to others. And so it was passed on, from father to son…"

    "One thing I don't get," said Tod puzzled, wrinkling his nose, "and that's why a bunch of monks wanted to learn how to fight. That's not like any monks I ever heard tell of…"

    The question pleased Chang Fung and he smiled thinly.

    "The martial arts were never intended to kill or wound, my son, but like all things they can be misused. The monks were taught Kung Fu as part of their spiritual training. Mind and body cannot be divided. It's no use sitting for hours on end in meditation to develop your mind if you let your body wither from neglect. They must be developed together in harmony… as we shall do."

    "How?"

    "Every morning, we will rise at dawn and meditate. Then, before continuing our journey, we shall practice the basic kicks and punches." Tod sighed. It sounded like it was going to be a long long time before he could smash rocks and dodge punches like Chang Fung. And he didn't like that bit about not being able to kill or hurt people. That was the part that interested him.

    "What I'd like to know," he said, "is what Kung Fu means?"

    "There are many meanings," said Chang Fung slyly, "but the one most favored is 'hard work'."

    "That figures," said Tod.

    * * *

    Ten days later, Chang Fung found what he'd been looking for — flat land with rich, well-watered soil where his plants could thrive. The Pacific winds would cool the hot sun and bring rain, and in winter, when the winds blew cold, a forest of pines would bear the brunt and shelter the delicate young trees.

    The house took two months to build. Time passed quickly and the work seemed light because of the joy felt by Chang Fung and his family. As they worked, the Chinese sang, drunk with happiness. Tod shared their joy as best he could. They had struggled after their dream and made it real. He was glad for them. But his own dream of revenge was not so easily satisfied. The ball of fire in the dark of his mind flamed as fierce as ever.

    Its heat burned through the morning meditations. It pushed him into the training exercises with the dedication, of a fanatic. It allowed him to discipline his body, master his reflexes. It propelled him toward the day when he would be a match for Chang Fung, the day when he would ride the vengeance trail.

    * * *

    "My hand!"

    Tod's face was screwed in pain as he gasped the words, stumbling back from the wooden dummy he had been punching.

    Moving close, Chang Fung firmly grasped his wrist and straightened the boy's fingers, wringing a tortured cry from bis lips.

    "Make a fist," said Chang Fung, his expression grimly dedicated. Tod watched his fingers slowly close. He winced.

    "Make a fist!"

    Gritting his teeth, Tod clenched the fingers into a ball.

    "Hit the dummy!"

    Tod stepped towards the dummy, raising his fist.

    "With your injured hand… hit it hard!"

    Tod stared at the dummy's blank face. It seemed to be laughing at him, mocking him with a great red twisted grin. He recognized it… and smashed his fist into the grinning face. Clown! The pain shocked him but he struck again and again before hitting the ground unconscious.

    * * *

    When he woke Hsiao Yu was dabbing his forehead with a cool damp cloth.

    "Chao Yu," she murmured, her face creased with sorrow. Tod had long gotten used to hearing her call him by her dead son's name.

    Behind her, he saw Su Fan watching him, looking pale and concerned. Chang Fung entered and moved toward him, pushing Hsiao Yu aside. She sobbed. Mother and daughter held on to each other.

    Chang Fung forced Tod to his feet and led him back to the dummy.

    "When that fist has hit the dummy twenty times," he said, "then we will rest."

    Hesitantly, Tod took up the practice stance. He threw the first punch…

    * * *

    He hit the dummy thirty times. When he had finished, the bandage round his hand was soaked red. Tears had cut long trails through the dust covering his cheeks.

    Chang Fung put his arm round the boy.

    "In Canton, I broke my hand in training not once but three times. Always my teacher made me carry on. Not just for twenty blows but for the rest of the day. His reason was simple — if a man is trying to kill you, you cannot stop for pain."

    Tod tearfully inclined his head in agreement.

    "Look at my hand," said Chang Fung, holding it out for inspection. Tod looked. The skin was hard, calloused, ugly.

    "If you wish to develop the Iron Palm, my son, you must be prepared to suffer pain, much pain. Before we are through you must strike heated gravel with your bare fist and smile as you do it…" Chang Fung lowered his arm.

    "You were lucky, Tod… you only dislocated one small bone. I put it back into place while you were unconscious. It will hurt for awhile… but tomorrow, you train with it again, as usual."

    Following Chang Fung back into the house, Tod looked at the bloody bandage on his fist. When he'd stood in front of the dummy, he didn't think he could throw another punch with that hand if his life depended on it. Then something had affected him, a new powerful force that gave him the courage to smash the broken hand against the hard unyielding surface of the wood…

    Inner strength.
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    The seasons chased each other in quick succession and the trees they'd planted grew tall. So too did Tod Sloane. His shoulders broadened and muscles filled his lean frame. His voice deepened and hair darkened his face and body. Chang Fung watched with approval as his adopted son fast grew into a man.

    Tod practiced daily. Chang Fung taught him the use of the sword and how to defend himself against attack with a wooden staff. And the correct way to throw the shooting stars, small metal stars with deadly sharp points. There was always something new to learn.

    One evening, Chang Fung returned from a visit to town with a gift for Tod — a Colt Dragoon with belt and holster.

    Tod examined the big pistol doubtfully.

    "I never reckoned on havin' to carry a gun," he said, "when I've got fists and feet to do my fightin' for me."

    Chang Fung smiled at him appreciatively.

    "A noble thought, my son, but sadly one that is old-fashioned. Back in the Middle Kingdom there are still few guns. There a man may yet look his enemy in the eyes as they fight, armed only with their minds and bodies. Here it is no longer the way." The Chinaman eased himself into his favorite chair.

    "In America, men have grown apart from each other," he continued, "even in their fighting. Your skill in the martial arts will make lesser men envious. They will try to harm you without putting themselves in danger. Then you will need a gun. Besides, it will sharpen your eye and focus your attention and," with a smile, "help fill our bellies…"

    So every morning Tod banged away at tin cans and a grinning face painted on a post. And, he practiced Kung Fu…

    * * *

    Lightning-fast, Tod threw first one punch, then another, a series of flurrying blows faster than the eye could follow. A left… then a right… a left again… the blows snapping in and out in a precise pattern, varying from long blows to short as Chang Fung backed away from him. Relentlessly, Tod pressed forward, always attacking to the center of the body.

    Yet always he found his blows blocked, deflected, cast aside with effortless flicks of the wrist. Such was Chang Fung's mastery that with only one arm he was able to blunt each razor-like attack and, finally, to counterattack with his feet.

    Tod, in midpunch, suddenly found his legs swept from under him.

    "A good attack, my son," Chang Fung praised, "but even in attack it is necessary to keep your mind on defense."

    "I'll say," said Tod, brushing himself down.

    "So far, we have concentrated on the way of the White Crane," said his teacher, clapping his hand on the youth's shoulder. "It is one of the best methods of defense because it relies on moving forward and attacking. But there are other styles… more styles than a man could learn in three lifetimes! You must learn some of these too so you will know how to counter them when they are used against you. We will start with the Tiger Claw and the Way of the Eagle."

    The Chinaman showed Tod how to make the tiger claw — palm thrust forward, fingers bent like claws. Tod watched him demonstrate, clawing and slashing at invisible enemies.

    "You see, the tiger claw is very good for catching your opponent's blow and turning it aside. Then, with your other hand, you can attack… either smashing him with the heel of your hand or scratching at his face."

    Chang Fung's hand raked the air.

    "Just like a tiger," admitted Tod.

    "No, you will not be like a tiger — you will be a tiger!"

    * * *

    A new distraction appeared to compete with his training for Tod's interest — Su Fan. Of course, she'd been there all along. It was just that Tod had never taken too much notice of her before. He'd played with her and teased her and a few times made her cry. But mainly he looked on her as a likable nuisance who kept getting in his way. After all, she was only a girl. It was this last fact which had previously kept him at a distance that now began to appeal to him.

    As he was walking home from the woods one afternoon carrying a pair of freshly killed quail for the stewpot, Tod saw a movement down by the river. He moved to investigate, taking care his approach wouldn't be seen.

    It was Su Fan, unbraiding her hair down by the water's edge.

    He opened his mouth to yell something mildly insulting, but the way her silken hair fell about her shoulders in a soft black torrent silenced him. He stepped back behind the cover of a tree.

    She was going to bathe.

    He knew he should leave, knew that it would be difficult to explain his presence if she saw him or if Hsiao Yu came by.

    She was unbuttoning her tunic. He turned to go. But as he went, he looked over his shoulder and after that it was impossible to leave.

    There was more to Su Fan than her quilted tunic suggested. A lot more. Her budding breasts were firm, a shade paler than the rest of her slim golden body. The cold made the pink-tipped nipples stand. Breathless, Tod watched her pass her hands over her breasts, cup them proudly… she seemed to be admiring her new attractions almost as much as he was.

    Her loose trousers followed. The black triangle between her legs startled him. He'd seen her naked before, of course, but the last time had been two years previous. Then she'd been plump and hairless, a silly little girl, giggling and splashing. Now she was grown-up. Complete. Lean legged. A woman. Desirable.

    Su Fan waded into the river and began to swim. Tod silently left.

    He found it difficult to put aside the memory of those pink-tipped breasts. Or that triangle of soft curls, starkly black against the butter smoothness of her thighs. He began to pay Su Fan more attention than he had before, considerably more. And, in turn, it seemed she was paying him more heed. Never before had she shown such interest in his training…

    * * *

    "Tiger Claw!"

    Hooking his fingers into claws, Tod switched smoothly to the new position, scratching, raking, stabbing.

    As he lashed out, he caught brief glimpses of Su Fan watching him from the house. It seemed to put more spirit into his movements.

    "Eagle form!"

    His hands swooped, hovered, dived, struck!

    Was that admiration in her face? Or just plain interest?

    "Drunken Gods!" Chang Fung yelled. "Concentrate, my son, concentrate!" Tod lurched right and left, eyes rolling, face screwed up like a madman. He stumbled, pitched to the floor, rolled, leaped in the air, landed on his feet, spun round…

    To an outsider, his wild actions would seem like those of a drunkard. But every movement was carefully chosen, perfectly timed… when an enemy thought you were too stupid to fight, you had him!

    "Enough," said Chang Fung. "Rest now, Tod."

    Gratefully Tod relaxed, catching his breath.

    Su Fan ran from the house with a damp towel. Smiling, she wiped dust and sweat from his face and chest. Their eyes met…

    Chang Fung's kick thundered into his side and Tod sprawled back into the dust.

    "Keep your mind on your training, my son — nothing more!"

    * * *

    Their opportunity came several weeks later. Chang Fung was taking several crates of freshly picked fruit into Santa Ana and Hsiao Yu wanted to go along to choose some new curtain material. Side by side from the doorway, Tod and Su Fan watched the wagon rattle down the trail. When they were out of sight, Tod turned to her and put his hand on her waist.

    There was pleasant outrage in her soft almond eyes as she returned his gaze.

    "Now, brother," she cautioned.

    "Hush, sister," bringing his lips close to hers. Their mouths touched, merged…

    * * *

    Later they lay flesh to flesh on the bed, entwined in each other's arms. It had all been very simple, thought Tod, very natural and without any of the awkwardness he had feared. Their bodies had known all along what to do and they'd just let them do it. For the first time, he felt he understood what Chang Fung had been trying to tell him about the balance of opposites… the two merging perfectly into one… the yin entwined with the yang.

    Tears glittered in Su Fan's jade eyes. She had felt sharp pain as he thrust through her innocence but this was not the reason for the tears. Afterward, she had felt the spirit of childhood spread its wings and rise from her and then she had wept from the loss of it. And from the release.

    "Making love," she sighed. "In China we call it the battle of the flowers…"

    Smiling drunkenly, Tod stroked a breast, kissed a soft nipple that budded hard between his lips.

    "Everything in the garden looks rosy to me," he said.

    Su Fan punished him with a pinch, then slid her hands over his moist body, enjoying the warm pressure of his weight. Looking down she could see their bodies squeezed together, mirroring each other, hers honeyed, his the color of ghosts.

    "Silver on gold," she murmured, closing her eyes, writhing herself against his hardness.

    Her legs slipped down on either side of the bed, the lotus unfolding…

    * * *

    Like twigs, the wooden poles snapped apart under Tod's fastmoving assault of feet and fists.

    "Good, my son… good. All mine cleanly broken!"

    Chang Fung nodded his head in approval at the splintered stubs protruding from the ground.

    "Even in my youth, I could not do such a feat so well — or so quickly."

    The Chinaman sat cross-legged on a patch of grass. His hair was now gray and his body no longer as straight as it had once been. Tod joined him.

    For some time Tod had suspected that he'd learned all Chang Fung had to teach him. True, the training continued: the sparring exercises and the daily practice against the poles, the wooden dummy, and the punch bag. But all this was old ground, already covered and perfected.

    Now that he was nineteen, Tod felt the time had come to start tracking down the clown and his gang. The desire for revenge was still as hot within him as ever. Yet his purpose no longer seemed so clear as the day when they'd buried Jim and Martha Sloane. New loyalties had sprung up to weaken the old. There was Su Fan… and Chang Fung and Hsiao Yu who had saved him, sheltered him and brought him up as their own son. He owed them a debt. Maybe a bigger debt than he could ever repay. And now he was thinking of running out on them, probably never to return.

    It was a tough choice.

    And another doubt gnawed at his mind. When he'd first started his training he'd seen Kung Fu as an instrument for revenge. Then, slowly, he had realized that you couldn't draw strength from Kung Fu without respecting its teaching. And the teaching said revenge was a selfish purpose that could bring misfortune and defeat.

    There didn't seem to be any way out.

    "There's something I've heard you say…" Tod began, "Heaven and Earth are ruthless…"

    Chang Fung completed the saying for him:

    "And treat the beasts like straw dogs. The wise man is ruthless and treats other men like straw dogs. Wise words, my son," said Chang Fung.

    Tod shook his head. "I don't get it," he said. "You're always telling me never to use Kung Fu for anything selfish like getting my own back on someone. But this guy is supposed to be a wise man and he says you gotta be ruthless…"

    Chang Fung laughed softly.

    "My son, you are beginning to see the world with the eyes of a man. You will learn that there is no one path for all men. Each must find his own path."

    Tod inclined his head in agreement. He could understand that. He wondered what lay at the end of his path.

    "In all things it is the balance we must aim for," Chang Fung continued. "As I have told you before my people believe the world is divided by two forces: the yin and the yang. The yin is all that is dark, weak, and negative; the yang all that is light, strong, and positive."

    "But neither of 'em is good or bad, right?"

    "Correct. When you fight it is as wrong to attack too strongly as it is to attack too weakly. Your attack must be exactly right. So it is with the yin and yang. When they are balanced, everything is in harmony."

    "How about the ruthless man?"

    "It is very hard for a ruthless man to be in harmony — unless he has great merits to balance his ruthlessness. It is hard to reach such a balance and there are few men who achieve it. To be ruthless is the way of nature, not of man."

    Chang Fung flicked the empty sleeve dangling from his left shoulder.

    "Let me repeat to you the story of how I lost my arm, for in this story there is much from which you may learn…

    "As you know, I learned all I know of the fighting arts in Canton. When I left there, I forgot the words of my teachers… all my teachers."

    As he spoke, Chang Fung's face became wistful, took on an expression of infinite regret for the mistakes that could never be corrected.

    "I became too confident, too sure of my skills. There was nothing, I told myself, that could withstand my fists. My friends and I were young. We believed righteous fists could set the empire in harmony once more."

    The Chinaman chuckled wryly. "Rather than meet evil with good where we found it, we began to seek out the evil to destroy it. We strayed away from the center — and lost our balance!

    "And then we had to pay the price. There was a fight. I was lucky. I lost only my arm… my friends were not so fortunate."

    For a moment, Chang Fung was silent.

    "Among those we attacked was an Eastern Ocean man… one from the land you call Japan. It was on his sword I lost my arm."

    "Did you hate the Jap?" Tod asked.

    Chang Fung looked at him sharply.

    "Can it be," he asked, "that your own hatred has so blinded you that you cannot follow what I am saying? It was punishment from heaven for losing the balance my teachers gave me!" His eyes fixed on his empty sleeve.

    "Of course, loss brings pain… and when you are in pain, it is easy to hate. But remember this also," he said, shifting his gaze to Tod, "there is no loss without gain. If I had not lost my arm I would never have found my balance again; and from the yellow devils who robbed me of my arm I learned the care of that which you call the tangerine trees."

    Chang Fung studied Tod for a time before speaking again.

    "Put aside your thoughts of vengeance, my son. They will only bring you evil. Let Heaven punish those that must be punished!" Chang Fung rose and headed back towards the house.

    Tod watched him go. No loss without gain. The clown who'd butchered his Ma and Pa, what had he given in return? Tod sighed. He seemed to be further than ever from reaching any decision.

    * * *

    "The old book, the one Chang Fung looks at when there's trouble…"

    "The Book of Changes?" asked Su Fan.

    "That's the one," said Tod. "Can you read it?"

    "Yes. If you have a question, I will help you ask it."

    Tod followed Su Fan into the small altar room. From a cabinet beneath the serene gaze of the Buddha, she took the old and battered book and three Chinese coins with holes through the center. She handed the coins to Tod.

    "Think of your question," she said, "then throw the coins onto the table, six times. I will do the rest for you."

    Tod carried out the instructions. Su Fan made some rapid mental calculations and started leafing through the book.

    "This book is the oldest in the whole of the empire, perhaps even in the whole world. I often ask it questions." She smiled at Tod.

    "I've even asked it about you.

    "Here it is," she said, looking down, then hesitating.

    "What's the matter?" Tod asked. She raised her eyes to his.

    "I don't want you to hear what it says. I'm afraid you'll leave.""

    "Read it," said Tod.

    In a low trembling voice, Su Fan read from the ancient pages:

    * * *

    "The superior man walks alone to punish the criminal… The rain spatters him and people raise their arms against him… But in the end there is no blame…"

    * * *

    The words made Tod feel shivery inside. It was as if the book had read the doubts in his mind and answered them.

    No blame…

    * * *

    "I'm leaving," Tod announced when Chang Fung opened his eyes. He was sitting in the meditation position. He looked at his stepson and saw he had already dressed to leave.

    "It is as I feared," said the Chinaman gravely. "Tell me why you wish to leave. Are you not happy here?"

    "Sure I'm happy. But now I'm a man I reckon it's time I was doin' what I got to do…"

    Chang Fung rose quickly to his feet and slapped Tod across the face.

    "Do not speak of being a man before you have proved yourself one! I have told you, the revenge you seek is not the way of a man."

    Tod put a hand to his stinging cheek but said nothing.

    "And what of your filial devotion?" the Chinaman demanded. "I feel the years pressing against me to make my body heavy and my one arm slow. Would you leave your mother and sister unprotected?"

    "I'm leaving," Tod repeated, turning to fetch his saddle and gear.

    "I forbid it!"

    Tod went on walking towards the house.

    He was expecting the blow and when it came, he moved fast. Chang Fung's snap-kick glanced off his cheek but the impact was still sufficient to send him sprawling into the dust. A trickle of blood oozed from between his lips. Wiping it away with the back of his hand, Tod watched the angry mask of his stepfather's face, waiting for the next move.

    As the kick hurtled towards his head, Tod's arm lashed upward, blocking the blow with his forearm, his hand curving to grasp Chang Fung's shin. His own foot swept round to attack the Chinaman's supporting leg. Chang Fung rolled as he fell.

    Brushing the dust from his clothes, Tod continued toward the house. He expected Chang Fung to resume the attack.

    But none came.

    * * *

    His saddle-bags slung over his shoulder, Tod closed the door of his room for the last time. Su Fan was waiting for him. They held on to each other, kissing with hungry desperation.

    "I'll be back," Tod promised, when they broke apart. He hoped it sounded convincing.

    Downstairs, Hsiao Yu tugged at his arm.

    "Do not leave us again," she begged. "Stay with us, Chao Yu…"

    "That's not my name," he said and wished the words did not sound so harsh.

    "My name's Sloane."

    * * *

    Solemn faced, Chang Fung was waiting for him by his horse. He carried a rifle case. In silence, the Chinaman watched him saddle the lean-legged Morgan.

    "Here," he said, presenting his stepson with the rifle case.

    "You know what is in it, don't you?"

    "I know."

    Chang Fung next held out a pouch, heavy with coins.

    "You will need money," he said.

    "I don't want your money…"

    "Take it. You have earned it. You worked hard. I saved your share for this day."

    Sloane took the pouch. He tied the rifle case to his saddle, then mounted up and rode out. The fragrance of the tangerine groves reached out and touched him, then was gone.

    He did not look back.
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    Soon Sloane had merged with the dusty landscape. Gazing at the vast empty plains around him, he wondered how in hell he was going to find one of the killers, let alone eight. Men whose names he didn't know, whose faces he could hardly remember. They might be in any state of the union, might have drifted south into Mexico or north into Canada. Probably they'd split up and gone different ways years before. They might even have died in the war.

    Sloane suddenly saw his desire for revenge as the impossible dream of a grieving boy. Thoughts of Hsiao Yu and Su Fan warmed him and he felt alone. He fought a desperate impulse to turn round and go back. No, he could not return until he'd proved himself. Then he remembered something Chang Fung had once said, one of his old Chinese sayings, and his resolution grew strong:

    A long journey begins with the first step.

    Sloane rode north.

    He followed the rutted trail into San Berdoo. It looked like any other growing town: a sprawling collection of timbered buildings centered round a wide main street. Riding past saloons and general stores, Sloane caught sight of a stooped, yellow-faced figure crossing the street, moving briskly despite white locks, almost scurrying to avoid horses and wagons. He watched the elderly Chinaman disappear into a small-fronted store, noting the painted sign above the window:

    
     Ho Wei — Chinese Laundry

    

    Hitching his horse outside the Golden Girl saloon, Sloane considered how out of place the Chinaman had looked beside the tall westerners, how comical had seemed his flapping black clothes, the squat round hat on his head, and the pigtail trailing limply behind. Sloane realized he must himself appear just as strange in his long jacket with the Oriental style collar and buttons, his wide baggy pants, and with his long black hair, which Hsiao Yu had so loved to braid, hanging loosely over his shoulders.

    Inside the saloon, he was soon made to feel just how strange he looked. The place was nearly empty but the drunken shouts and laughter of the five men at the bar helped fill it out. As Sloane approached the bar, one of the men, a fat Mexican in a wide sombrero, turned, his swarthy face lighting up with malicious delight when he saw the newcomer.

    "Que guappa!" he alerted his companions. "Look at the senorita!"

    Stepping up to the bar, Sloane felt the eyes of the other men turn contemptuously on him. The two saloon girls keeping them company tittered.

    "Looks kinda flat-chested for a senorita, don't he?" yelled a thickly bearded man, bigger and drunker than his fellows.

    "Not like la Lupa here!" he roared, cupping a hand roughly round a partially exposed breast belonging to the younger of the two whores, a dark Mexican girl in a blue silk dress with dirty lace trimming the sleeves and low neckline. The girl laughed with a pleasure not reflected in her eyes and squirmed out of the drunk's grasp.

    "Don't look to me like no senorita at all," spoke a surly looking drinker, quieter than the rest of his companions. "Looks to me like a damn Chink — Chink passin' hisself off as a white man!"

    "Well, which are you, meester?" demanded the fat Mexican in a whining voice neither too friendly nor too hostile. "A Chinaman with blue eyes, or a woman with no bosoms?"

    Sloane ignored the question and the laughter it provoked. Across the bar, a fair-haired boy of about eleven was drying glasses. He watched Sloane impassively. Further along, a bartender with a thick twist of black moustache above his Up was trying to look busy. He knew trouble was brewing and he was keeping out of its way. Until the tension passed or burned itself out in a short clumsy burst of violence. Sloane stared at the man, waiting to be served. The bartender's eyes were elsewhere.

    The Mexican turned to his companions, shrugging expansively.

    "Must be a Chinaman," he said, his voice nudging for further laughs, " 'cause he sure didn't unnerstan' Engleesh!" He got his laughs and loudly added his own.

    Hands on hips, the dark girl called Lupa detached herself from the group of laughing men and swung her body towards Sloane.

    "You like to buy me a drink?" she invited.

    The silence fell like a butcher's cleaver. Sloane turned and looked at the girl. Her beauty was real, not painted. She had to be new at her job because she didn't yet have the world-worn look of the other girls. She made Sloane think of black grapes hanging sweet and ripe in the sun.

    "Bitch!" the bearded drunk grimaced. Lunging, he yanked her back toward him by the wrist and slapped her face. Lupa stumbled back into a table, gripped its edge for support. One hand flew to her lips and found blood.

    Here thought Sloane was an opportunity to test out what Chang Fung had been teaching him all those years. It was one thing to fight an aging one-armed man. Another to take on five men with guns on their hips.

    "You're mine, remember!"

    The bearded one threw the words at the girl like they were clods of earth. "I paid good money for ya an' I'm gonna get its worth, every cent of it!"

    Lupa glanced quickly towards the strangely dressed man at the bar. His back was to her. He had not even turned. She thought she had seen something in him, something special. But she was wrong. As always. She lowered her eyes.

    "Si… you paid for me," she said dully. She even managed a smile.

    The bearded man shifted his glare from her to Sloane. Sloane waited.

    "Lupa… you got it all wrong!" said another of the men, ginger-haired with luxuriant side whiskers that merged with his mustache. He spoke as if explaining something very difficult to a child.

    "Ladies don't buy drinks for ladies… it just ain't done. But a gentleman may buy a drink for a lady… watch close now." Ginger-hair's companions grinned as he beckoned, businesslike, to the bartender.

    "Jake!"

    Jake hurriedly presented himself.

    "What's your pleasure, Mr. Burns?"

    "Jake, I'm buying a drink for my lady friend here…" He nodded toward Sloane. Jake looked uncomfortable.

    "What are you having, my dear?" Burns asked Sloane. Around him, his cronies guffawed. The fifth man, a shifty-eyed fellow with a harelip, heartily slapped his thigh.

    Sloane turned to Burns, smiling evenly at him.

    "Milk," he said.

    "Milk!" the bearded one roared. He and the others shook with laughter. Except for Burns. He saw another way to play this out.

    "Guess I got wax in m' ears but I don't reckon I heard you rightly, stranger."

    "Sure you did," said Sloane.

    "How about a nice glass of sasparilla, mister?" Jake suggested, leaning across the bar.

    "Milk," Sloane repeated.

    Jake leaned further across the bar, lowering his voice.

    "Mister, I got every kind of drink here… what you want milk for?"

    "It's good for you," said Sloane. Jake shook his head.

    "Sure ain't good for you if it's gonna get you killed." He turned to the boy polishing glasses.

    "Duke, go to the kitchen an' fetch some milk." The boy threw down his cloth and moved to carry out the instruction.

    "Hold it," said Burns.

    The boy halted.

    Burns moved nearer to Sloane. "When I ask a man to drink with me," he said, "I s'pect him to drink like a man — not a tit-suckin' kid!" He snapped his fingers at Jake.

    "Now open us up a bottle of ole snake-eye…"

    "Yessir!" said Jake, hands moving fast. Sloane's blue eyes met those of the boy. He winked.

    "Make mine milk," he said.

    This time it wasn't at Sloane that the saloon girls laughed. Burns stared at the stranger, disbelieving, enraged. He dropped his hands to his side, fingers spread. He took several paces back, the others fanning out behind him. The laughter ceased.

    With a sigh, Jake unhooked his best mirror from the wall and disappeared from view behind the counter. The boy joined him.

    "I ain't a body to be trifled with, mister," said Burns. "Now you better get ready to draw that gun because I'm gonna kill you."

    "I won't need a gun," said Sloane, facing him. Burns mistook the words for cowardice. His face showed his contempt.

    "What's that gunbelt for?" he accused, pointing. "Keep your pants up?"

    "How'd you guess?"

    "Why you sonova…!"

    Burns's hand moved fast, streaking for his gun.

    Sloane moved faster.

    Burns gasped. Blinking stupidly, he gripped his pain-racked right hand with his left. He couldn't understand it. One moment he was bringing up his gun to settle this Chink who didn't look like a Chink. The next his gun was clattering down the other side of the saloon and his hand hurt like blazes. And the Chink was just standing there like he was taking in the sights. Burns made a fist of his hand and charged.

    Sloane moved again.

    This time it was the turn of the others to gasp as Burns sailed past them, crashing down onto a hastily emptied table. The table collapsed and he vanished from sight in a confusion of splintering wood and breaking glass. He didn't reappear.

    The sound of a fight brought people running breathless into the saloon. They bunched up near the swinging doors, unwilling to press too closely forward in case they get in the way of a stray fist or bullet. Among the crowd, Sloane noticed a young Chinaman, balancing a heap of towels in his arms.

    "Get him!" yelled Harelip and in a pack they rushed him. Sloane awaited them, like a statue unmoving, expressionless. Then, when they were upon him, the statue sprang startlingly to life. Sloane's high-kick shattered Surly's jaw, his right fist smashed the bearded one's nose, his left hand chopped Harelip in the temple and, as he dropped his right arm, Sloane shot back his elbow, sinking it deep into the Mexican's soft belly. The Mexican grunted and careened into the bar. Harelip fell senseless on the spot. Surly landed in a gambler's lap and began to snore. Arms flailing, the bearded one cannonballed through a row of tables, donating samples of his blood to everyone he passed. Lupa clapped her hands delightedly when it splashed over her.

    The Mexican launched himself off the bar at Sloane, his hand emerging from inside his poncho with a long-bladed knife. He slashed at Sloane's throat. Sloane danced out of reach. Moving with a speed surprising for his size, the Mexican followed. Again the blade sliced the air towards Sloane. Again Sloane wasn't where he was supposed to be. The third time the Mexican lunged, Sloane gripped the man's wrist and applied pressure to certain nerves. The Mexican threw back his head and screamed. His fingers clawed open. The knife slipped from his numbed grasp and embedded itself in the polished floor. Maintaining his grip, Sloane spun the Mexican round, doubled his arm high up his back and spun him squealing over the counter onto a shelf of bottles. He collapsed heavily onto a bed of broken glass.

    Turning, Sloane saw, as his senses had already warned him, the bearded one bearing down on him, a chair raised high in both arms to smash out his brains. The man's beard was bright with blood from his broken nose. As he swung the chair downward, Sloane jabbed his index finger lightly at a point on his attacker's abdomen, then briskly sidestepped. In agony, the man jackknifed, smashing the chair into his own shins. The chair proved to be the stronger of the two and the bearded man's shriek rose in pitch. He rolled across the floor, clutching at his broken legs. One hand made contact with another chair. He grasped hold of the chair, struggling to pull himself upright. Nearby, Lupa watched him. She smiled encouragingly. Face twisted in pain, the bearded man pulled himself to his knees — the moment for which Lupa had been waiting. She broke a bottle over his head. He slumped down, his face splashing into a pool of red-tainted whiskey.

    The sound of someone running spun Sloane round and into a defensive stance, elbows close to the body, hands outstretched, palms upwards.

    Duke ran in, triumphantly bearing a pitcher of milk from the kitchen. Seeing the expression on Sloane's face, he slowed to a cautious walk. Relaxing, Sloane approached the bar.

    As the boy set the pitcher down on the bar top, Jake slowly raised himself from his refuge. When he saw the damage to his saloon, he looked about ready to weep.

    Duke hurriedly polished a glass and placed it alongside the pitcher of milk. He looked up at Sloane, smiling in anticipation. With trembling hands, Jake picked up the pitcher and filled the glass.

    Sloane took the glass, raised it to his lips. Pausing, he turned. The saloon was filled with silent people, staring at him with a kind of awe. Turning his back on them, he raised the glass to Duke in a toast.

    "Must be a rare sight to see a man drink a glass of milk in this town," he said.

    And drank.

    When he put down the empty glass, Jake was staring at the Mexican lying behind the counter, his moans interspersed with rapid spurts of cussing and praying in Spanish.

    "The boys was just… havin' a bit of fun, mister…" Jake said haltingly.

    "So was I," said Sloane. He reached over and tapped a finger lightly on the tip of Jake's nose.

    "And if I hear tell of you not servin' a stranger fast enough on account of the way he looks or dresses, I'll be back… for some more fun."

    Nodding frantically, Jake stepped back fast. There was the splintering sound of breaking glass. Too late, Jake remembered the mirror he'd put aside for safety.

    Sloane slapped a coin on the bar.

    "Good milk," he said to the boy, smiling. Then he turned and headed for the doors.

    Someone stepped in his way. Sloane halted, tensing. Before him, arms arrogantly folded, a defiant look on his face, was the young Chinaman he'd noticed before. In spite of his scornful expression, the Chinaman was handsome, his features clear, regular. Beneath loose black clothes, his body was lean and sinewy, the kind of body which to the Chinese suggests inner strength.

    The Chinaman looked him slowly up and down, seeming to take note of every detail of Sloane's appearance. Sloane stared through the human obstacle, letting his arms rest easy by his side, relaxed but ready. He had no quarrel with this man and less reason to fight with a Chinaman than any other breed of man.

    Completing his scrutiny, the young Chinaman lifted his head and uttered a short bark of contempt, a sound like a man makes when he clears his throat, ready to spit. Sloane smiled distantly. He could not so easily be goaded into an unnecessary fight.

    The Chinaman studied Sloane, searching for a weak point that could be worked upon, enlarged. For a fleeting moment the mask of contempt slipped revealing something like grudging admiration. Hastily replacing the mask, the Chinaman began to circle round Sloane, shifting his weight from side to side in a lordly swagger.

    Sloane patiently waited until this tour of inspection was over. The Chinaman resumed his position between him and the doors. Again he threw back his head and uttered his challenging bark of defiance. Sloane knew that unless something happened fast to break this standoff, he was going to have to either step past the Chinaman or through him…

    Something happened.

    The swing doors burst apart and a man ran in, ahead of the others. He had a gun in his hand and a star on his chest. When he saw the damage and the broken men on the floor, he whistled appreciatively. Then he caught sight of Sloane. His Colt jerked up to cover him. The Chinaman stepped obligingly out of the line of fire.

    "You do this?" the sheriff asked Sloane. The barrel of his pistol swung briefly round to encompass the damage before returning to a point roughly in line with the center of Sloane's chest.

    "Yes," said Sloane.

    The sheriff eyed him coldly, looking him over. Then his craggy features opened up into a smile.

    "That bunch have had it comin' to 'em for a long time," he said. "Thanks for savin' me the trouble."

    Sloane inclined his head modestly. He stepped past the sheriff, past the Chinaman and out of the saloon.
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    Lupa caught up with him in the street.

    "I wanted to thank you," she said.

    Sloane smiled at the girl in the faded silk dress. Her long blue-black hair and sloe eyes put him strangely in mind of Su Fan.

    "For what?" he asked. "Those men were chasin' trouble — they would've found it if you'd been there or not."

    "You sure took care of that big bearded bastard!" She smiled, relishing the memory. Cruelty flared in her large dark eyes, bright as polished oak.

    "What is your name?" she asked, resting a hand on his arm.

    "Sloane."

    Frowning…

    "Is that all — Sloane?"

    "It'll do."

    "I don't care!" she shrugged. "I am used to men with no names and one name is better than no name."

    Sloane looked sharply at her. Then he felt anger at himself for leaping at straws. How could she know anything about the clown with no name?

    "You got some money, Sloane?" she asked. She saw the way he was looking at her and added, "No, not for that, for you — for your new clothes…"

    He looked down at the Chinese jacket, the flapping pants. They weren't the height of fashion but they'd last.

    "You think I need new clothes?"

    "You want to have to fight every time you need a drink?" she asked, hands on hips.

    Sloane shook his head.

    * * *

    Every store Lupa took him, they got a discount.

    "Regular customers," she explained. From one of her regulars they bought a white suit with wide lapels, a suit as dazzlingly, as brilliantly white as vanilla ice cream on a sunny day. From another they bought a couple of black shirts and a white bandana. And from another, a shallow-crowned stetson with a snap-down brim, a hat as white as the ice-cream suit.

    Then Lupa took him back to her small room above the saloon. It wasn't the kind of room where you could do a lot of pacing. There was a dressing table weighed down by face paints and perfumes and a plaster figure of the Holy Mother. And there was a mirrored wardrobe crammed with dresses fallen from favor. But mostly there was the bed, a huge, well-seasoned monstrosity that spanned the room like a barricade.

    Lupa lay stretched across the bed while Sloane inspected his new image in the mirror. Pulling on the low brim of the hat, he had to admit it was quite an improvement. The white suit made him look respectable but the cut of the cloth was rakish.

    "No one will call you senorita dressed like that!" Lupa declared from the bed.

    "Clothes make the man," Sloane agreed.

    In a flurry of petticoats, Lupa sprang up from the bed and hugged him. "You look like a caballero," she said admiringly, "a conquistador, a knight in white armor!" She began to chew on his ear.

    "Lupa, you know somethin'…"

    Being an experienced ear-chewer, Lupa knew better than to talk with her mouth full.

    "…I'm not gonna take these clothes off until I've found them I'm lookin' for…"

    Lupa stopped chewing. Her eyes filled with suspicion.

    "What?"

    Sloane repeated his threat. "It's kind of a promise I'm makin' to myself…"

    "Not at all?" Lupa demanded.

    "No."

    "Not ever?"

    "No."

    "Not for anything?" Lupa marveled, pouting.

    "Well… maybe just a few exceptions…" he admitted, his arms closing round her.

    They kissed, swayed and, after a time, fell onto the bed.

    "Nombre de Dios!" Lupa cried, springing back up instantly.

    "Huh?"

    "I forgot the Holy Virgin."

    Lupa grabbed the plaster effigy off the dressing table and placed it with hasty care on a heap of shoes at the bottom of the wardrobe.

    "This is where she sleeps when I… work," Lupa explained, closing the wardrobe.

    "Is this work?" Sloane asked.

    Lupa crawled back across the bed towards him, a tigress ready to pounce.

    "For you… mucho trabajo… a lot of hard work!"

    She pounced.

    * * *

    Afterwards, they lay close together, sweat between them. Sloane was surprised at the violence of his passion. Their love-making had been savage, carnal. There had been no delicacy. No gentleness. No battle of the flowers. Only raw hungry lust. Sloane wondered if the violence of the afternoon had given him a taste for this other kind of violence.

    "Que macho," sighed Lupa contentedly. She stretched her lean tawny body, then rolled over and rested her head on one arm, watching him. Her other hand trailed idly over him, kneading his flesh, gripping him.

    "How old are you, Sloane?" she asked. "Twenty-five, twenty-six?" Sloane shook his head, amused.

    "Older?"

    "Uh-uh."

    "Younger!" There was surprise in her voice. Her hand traveled up his body, touched his cheek.

    "You have an old face, Sloane… older than your body." Leaning over, she kissed his cheek.

    "And your eyes too, they are old. They have seen life." She kissed both his eyes in turn. When she raised her face, her own dark eyes were misted with tears.

    "No," she said. "They have seen death."

    Without speaking, Sloane pulled her head down onto his chest, coaxed the black hair that was so like that of Su Fan.

    "Lupa, where would you look for a clown?"

    "A clown?"

    Surprised, she half-raised her head, then lowered it again and bit playfully into his chest.

    "You crazy boy! I don't know… a fiesta maybe… a carnival? Why do you look for this loco?"

    "A carnival…" Sloane repeated. "Lupa, when is the carnival?"

    "When!" She laughed, her breath warm against his skin.

    "You forget this country was once Mexico. There is always a carnival somewhere. So many saints to honor, even the priests cannot remember them all!"

    Sloane gripped her joyfully. "Thanks, Lupa!"

    "De nada," she teased, pulling a schoolgirl face. She looked suddenly very young. Sloane looked down at their entwined bodies, his pale skin against her darker sunnier body. Silver on gold…

    She sighed, the slow rush of breath becoming a shuddering moan as he pressed into her.

    * * *

    Sloane dressed in silence. Lupa lay on the bed, her knees drawn up, her face hidden beneath her arms.

    "So long, Lupa," he said when he was ready to go.

    "You are going," she said. It was not a question. Very slowly, she turned to him, lowering her arms so he could see the tears and anger and hurt in her face.

    "What is it?"

    In the same flat voice she replied. "My name is not Su Fan…"

    * * *

    Penned horses snorted and shuffled as Sloane entered the murky light of the livery stable, carrying his saddle and rifle case. He threw the saddle on his horse, waiting for the man hidden in the shadows to speak.

    "You don't think you're leaving that easy, do you?" the man obliged.

    "Unless the horse objects," said Sloane.

    The hidden speaker stepped forward. As Sloane expected, it was the young Chinaman, looking all hotted up about something.

    "You and me, we've got business to finish," said the Chinaman.

    "I don't know what your business is, but I don't think I'm buying," said Sloane.

    The Chinaman glared at him. Then he leapt into action — kicking, punching, turning, and thrusting, a fast-footed display of his martial artistry for Sloane's benefit. None of the blows connected but some came close enough to cause most men discomfort. Sloane went on tying his rifle case to the saddle. He showed no sign of having noticed the Chinaman's demonstration.

    The Chinaman finished the performance with a high kick and sprang back into a fighting stance, fists aimed at Sloane.

    "I am Ching Lei," he announced, "and I am better than you are!"

    "You ever spoken to a doctor 'bout these suicidal notions of yours?" Sloane asked.

    Ching Lei flushed with anger.

    "You are yellow!" he accused, taking a step forward.

    Sloane glanced briefly at the Chinaman's yellow face. "You don't look in the pink of health yourself," he said. Ching Lei's chest heaved. Darting forward, he shook his fist under Sloane's nose.

    "I challenge you!" he shouted.

    "Why don't you just run along and wash some shirts," said Sloane. Turning his back on the Chinaman, Sloane put one foot in the stirrup and started to climb into the saddle.

    Ching Lei grabbed the tails of his jacket and pulled them apart with a loud ripping sound.

    Sloane slowly swung down off the Morgan. Ignoring the Chinaman, he took off his new jacket and inspected the damage. The tear ran up the center seam, halfway along the jacket. Very carefully, he folded the jacket and laid it to one side. He faced Ching Lei.

    The Chinaman uttered a penetrating laugh. Then attacked. Sloane nimbly sidestepped the flying kick. It had been one of Chang Fung's favorite attacks and he knew how to handle it. But he could see from the way the man landed that he too was a trained fighter.

    Ching Lei turned rapidly, ready to attack again. There was no way to sidestep the roundhouse kick that hurtled towards Sloane's head and he knew it. But Sloane dropped before he was expected to and the kick whistled over his head. Off balance, the Chinaman had no defense against the kick that swept his supporting leg from under him.

    He hit the ground hard, scattering straw, rolled quickly out of range. Arms folded, Sloane waited for him to get up.

    More cautiously, Ching Lei advanced again, fingers curled in a tiger claw. Sloane saw his shoulders droop, announcing another kick. The Chinaman found a foot blocking his shin, a fist snapping into his face… then another, and another. He barely managed to deflect the fourth punch as he stumbled backward.

    Ching Lei's head cleared rapidly when a thick, pungent smell rose to clog his nostrils. Sloane allowed himself a brief smile as he watched the Chinaman struggle out of the dung-filled stall. He struggled, slipping and sliding, to his feet, then hurled himself forward, his foot rising in a high side-kick.

    He found the foot expertly caught and held, at the limit of the thrust. With his other hand, Sloane snapped a back-fist to his attacker's unprotected groin. Not too hard — he didn't want to cripple the man for life — but hard enough to bring a ragged cry to his lips as he fell, clutching at his bruised manhood. Agonized, he rolled in the straw. It hurt almost as much as his bruised ego.

    "Wo… wo sha ni!"

    Sloane turned his back on the death threat and walked back to his horse. He kept his back turned when he heard Ching Lei rise to his feet and stagger after him.

    Then he spun round, right foot rising, the outside edge of his boot catching the Chinaman full in the face. Before his right foot hit the ground, his left was also rising, sweeping round to complete the deadly one-two to the head.

    With annoyance, Sloane saw the man was still standing. Then he noticed the thin trickle of blood seeping from his mouth, the blankness in his eyes… Stepping forward, he pressed one finger against Ching Lei's chest. The Chinaman crashed to the stable floor.

    When Ching Lei came to, Sloane and his horse were gone. The young Chinaman shook his head, wiped blood from his face. He staggered out of the stable.

    Down the street, he saw Sloane riding out of town, his torn jacket flapping behind him. Ching Lei shook his fist at the departing figure.

    "Go on," he shouted, "run, you coward, run! Wherever you run to, I'll find you… and when I do, I'll kill you!"

    Sloane rode out of town at a leisurely pace.

    * * *

    Ho Wei's beard trembled. His reedy voice rose higher. He argued, he forbade, he protested, raged, begged, pleaded… bis cracked face filled with tears.

    It was no good. Ching Lei did not even seem to hear the old Chinaman. He went right on filling his carpetbag, throwing in his belongings like a man on the run, a minute ahead of the posse.

    Ching Lei grabbed the bag off the bed and clattered down the stairs. Ho Wei trailed behind, cursing the ungrateful son of ungrateful ancestors, offering him a raise, two dollars, five dollars.

    The door slammed.

    Ho Wei followed him into the street, saw him striding off toward the livery stable. Ho Wei slumped down on the sidewalk. He put his hands over his head, feeling old as only the old can.
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    It was as hell-hot as he remembered, but standing there where his folks had lived and died Sloane felt only the coldness squeezing his guts.

    The desert had tried hard to erase the memory of the Sloanes. It had thrown itself savagely at the traces of their existence, left its dead piled high in sloping yellow ramps against the wall of the unfinished barn. The rest of the place had been overwhelmed. Except for a couple of blackened beams straining awkwardly to lift themselves out of the clutching sand, the house was gone.

    Sloane walked towards the graves, his breath coming shallow. The graves had been swallowed up. The ground was smooth, flat, unbroken. He didn't search for the graves. He didn't like the feeling he might be walking over them.

    Beyond, the desert looked like it always had. Big, hot, empty… permanent. They had been crazy ever to think they could beat it.

    He left.

    Silver City looked to Sloane just like any other dusty three-saloon town he'd drifted through in the past weeks. Except for the white banner stretched across the head of Main Street with its brightly painted message that read:

    
     SILVER CITY

     GRAND CARNIVAL AND FIESTA

    

    Sloane stalled his horse at the stables, giving a sleepy-eyed boy a dollar for a brush and feed. Slapping the dust from his clothes, he joined the colorful tide of people, mostly Mexicans in a loud festive mood, heading towards the carnival.

    He felt little hope of finding the killers there. This was the third carnival he'd been to in a month. He was beginning to hate them.

    Silver City's Grand Carnival was no different from the others. Hucksters hustled their wares, barkers touted for customers and medicine showmen extoled the virtues of their cures. Children ate sticky things. They shrieked. People danced. People sang. They laughed a lot. Only Sloane did not laugh.

    He passed among the happy people like the stalking shadow of death. His eyes scanned the bright-eyed faces, searching. Those who saw him hoped he wasn't searching for them.

    Sloane visited each sideshow, each gaudy tent. He shook his head at baked apples and candy skulls. He watched tumblers tumble and jugglers juggle. He declined kisses for a dime, admired a lion in a cage.

    The sun was warm, the beer plentiful, and the music loud. Sloane felt himself loosen up. His mood grew mellow. Hunger pushed him toward a stall claiming home-baked pies. As he drew near, a shadow blocked the sun, the moment grew dark.

    Sloane looked up. Fire exploded in his brain. For above him, head bobbing in the sky like a colored moon, his face mocking Sloane with a red painted grin, was the clown.

    Sloane moved almost before he knew he was going to. He darted toward the clown, roughly shoving aside those who stood in his path. The clown looked down at him. His top hat touched the heavens. He was a giant.

    This'll bring him down to size, Sloane thought, his right fist punching a hole clear through one of the clown's legs. His left flashed out and snapped the other leg like it was straw.

    The clown screamed. The stilts collapsed beneath him, hurtling him down into the crowd. Shouting people leapt aside as he hit the earth. Sloane watched him roll, the long trousers twisting. The clown had handled the fall well. He wasn't badly hurt. Dazed, he raised himself. Sloane ran forward and delivered a front snap-kick to the clown's chin. The clown's head flew back and his body followed. He lay on the grass spluttering blood.

    Sloane grabbed him by checkered lapels, jerked him upright, supporting him under the chin with his left while his right arched back to punch the grinning head. Sloane felt fury rushing into the tightened fist and he knew the blow would be a killer, a goodbye punch. The clown knew it too. Sloane could see it in his face, in the trembling lips and wide-eyed screaming terror. Then he saw something else. Beneath the greasepaint, beneath the mask of terror, he saw the face of a boy. A boy younger than himself.

    Sloane lowered his fist. He laid the boy down on the grass. The boy was shaking. He closed his eyes and began to sob. Sloane straightened up, becoming aware of the crowd of people that had gathered round. They were angry. Some of them reached out for Sloane but drew back when he looked at them. He pushed his way through the crowd. A couple of people yelled at him in Spanish but no one tried to stop him.

    Sloane needed to get away. His thoughts were all running after each other, colliding, piling up. He had come within a reflex of killing a boy. An innocent young boy he'd never seen before in his life. That was bad. That was very bad. They could have hung him for that. Or put him to pounding rocks for the rest of his life. Either way he would never have been able to find the real clown or any of the others… never have tasted the sweet relief of vengeance. And that was worse. Very much worse.

    Shouldering his way through the carnival crowd, Sloane became aware of a sound intruding on his thoughts, a sound that cut through the music and laughter around him. A sound he knew…

    Sharp and regular it came — the cracking of a bullwhip.

    * * *

    "See the world's greatest master of the deadly bullwhip in action before your very eyes! Step right up, gentlemen, with your money in your hand and see Bull Wray, the wildest whip in the west!"

    Behind the barker on his box, a canvas screen enclosed the show, shielding it from the eyes of those without fifteen cents to spare. Hanging from the canvas were paintings of Bull Wray performing his tricks. The paintings were crude but Sloane had no difficulty in recognizing the man who had whipped the flesh off his father's back. He paid his money and entered the enclosure.

    Bull Wray had aged well. He was a little heavier maybe, a bit fuller in the face but otherwise very much as Sloane remembered him. He was even dressed similar in a black leather outfit.

    A coiled bullwhip in his hand, the Negro prowled the enclosure, waiting for it to fill with paying customers.

    Teeth gritted, Sloane watched him. He fought back a hot desire to kill the man right there before the waiting crowd. It would be a neat touch but also foolish. He'd learned his lesson. Hasty action led to mistakes. Chang Fung probably knew a smart way of saying the same thing: Let the man choose the time and not time the man.

    Sloane could afford to bide his time after eight years. Time wasn't important. What was important was that he'd found Bull Wray and, sooner or later, Bull Wray was going to die.

    Bull swung round, looking in Sloane's direction. He looked directly at him. Sloane's chest tightened. He had a wild feeling that he was recognized. But he knew that was impossible. He made himself calm and the Negro's idle gaze passed him over.

    Soon there were twenty people in the enclosure. On a table at one end of the enclosure Bull had set up a row of tin cans. Unfurling his whip, the Negro took up position about eighteen feet from the table.

    "Please move back," he cautioned the spectators. "I wouldn't want any of you nice people to get theirselves hurt…"

    He cast the whip toward the table. One of the cans flew in the air, rattled across the ground. One after the other in quick succession, he thrashed the cans from the table. Applause rippled through the audience.

    Next, Bull set up three candles on the table and lit them. Moving back, he took up his position. He cracked his whip, sent the lead tip streaking toward a candle. The flame was snuffed out. The candle remained standing. He did the same for the other two candles. Again the spectators demonstrated their approval.

    Acknowledging the applause, Bull traded his whip for another, one only seven feet long. He strolled down the line of spectators, the whip trailing behind him. He passed by Sloane and came to a halt beside a youth of about twenty who was trying to look as mean and like Jesse James as he could. The youth wore his Colt in a showy holster on his left side, the pearl handle of the gun curving in for a cross-draw.

    "You look pretty handy with that shootin' iron," Bull remarked.

    The youth stuck a thumb in his belt and half his mouth twisted upwards.

    "Reckon I am," he said, drawing himself up. "What's it to you?"

    Bull stepped back a couple of paces. "Reckon you can take me?" he asked.

    The youth looked sharply at Bull to see if he was being made a fool of. He relaxed.

    "Sure," he said, grinning lop-sidedly.

    Bull raised his syrupy voice so they could all hear him loud. "Ten dollars says you can't."

    The youth lost his smile. He crooked his right elbow, fingers stretching…

    He made his move.

    Bull cracked the whip.

    The youth clawed at an empty holster. He stared foolishly at his gun lying in the dirt. Shamefaced, he retrieved the gun and jammed it back into its holster. He strode out of the enclosure, pushing aside amused spectators, nearly breaking into a run. The audience clapped heartily. Except for Sloane.

    Bull watched the audience trickle out of the enclosure. He felt content. He'd put on a good show. That cocky would-be gunfighter had been a perfect choice. The audience had enjoyed the performance, he could tell. Except for the man in the dirty white suit. The man who hadn't clapped. It wasn't often that Bull got a paying customer who didn't clap.

    Bull walked up to the man as he was about to leave.

    "Didn't like the show, huh?" he asked, not too unfriendly. The man looked at him coldly.

    "I've seen worse," he said.

    "Can't please everybody," said Bull and, shrugging, he turned his back on the man in the dirty white suit.

    * * *

    From his vantage point, Sloane watched Bull Wray in the quarry below. The big Negro was practicing bis act, lashing cans off of a rock with expert strokes of his whip. The crack of the whip sounded loud as gunshots.

    Sloane turned his attention to the rattlesnake. He had it pinned down in the V of a long forked branch. The rattler weaved and twisted, shaking its rattle angrily. But it couldn't reach Sloane.

    Keeping his arm outstretched, Sloane carefully lifted branch and rattler. He swung back the branch and pitched the rattler down into quarry.

    Bull moved fast. The same second the rattler hit the ground at his feet, he jumped back, cracking his whip. The whip caught the rattler, flung it into the air. It landed about seven feet away and lay noiselessly writhing, straining to lift its head in a peculiar way. It looked broken.

    Breathing fast, Bull stared at the snake. He wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. A noise behind him made him turn and he saw Sloane scrambling and sliding down the rocks towards him. He didn't recognize the man in the dirty white suit.

    "You crazy bastard!"

    He moved towards Sloane, shaking the handle of his whip at him. "I oughta skin your hide!"

    "You're fast," Sloane admitted. "I wanted to see just how fast you were before…"

    "Before what?" Bull demanded.

    "Before I kill you."

    The big Negro stared at Sloane in amazement. The man had to be crazy. Crazy or pig-ignorant. Bull shook with laughter.

    "You see this?" he laughed, holding up the bullwhip. "Why I could pluck the eyes out of your head with this 'fore you could blink…" He shook his head, eyes full of amusement. "You kill me… Why, boy, you don't know who I am… I'm Bull Wray!" The way he said it, he expected to make an impression.

    "Bull shit!" said Sloane.

    Bull stopped laughing. He looked at Sloane in a new way. Then his lips parted again, teeth glinting. This time it was no smile but the grimace of a beast, a hunting beast.

    Slowly, he moved closer, judging the distance… Then, cobra-fast, he struck, the lead-tipped whip snaking toward Sloane's left eye.

    But to Sloane, it was slowness itself. He had followed the blow from the first glint in Bull's eyes, the tautening of his muscles, the flick of his wrist. Almost casually, Sloane moved a couple of inches to the right. The whip snapped straight by his ear with a sound like a pistol shot.

    Sloane saw the shock in the man's eyes. Bull wasn't used to surprises like that. The whip lashed out again and Sloane avoided it just as casually. He could see the Negro's confidence draining away like water from a punctured canteen.

    "Trash! I'll have yer balls off!"

    The whip circled above Wray's head, then lashed round toward Sloane's groin, once, twice, three times…

    Sloane's series of handsprings carried him over each castrating blow, the snapping motion of his body perfectly matching the cracking of the whip.

    Sloane landed on his feet, jumping clear of the rushing whip. He spun to face the Negro.

    Too late. Bull had already moved forward and struck out again. Off balance, Sloane hurled himself backward. The bullwhip tore a chunk from his flapping jacket as he fell.

    Sloane rolled when he hit the ground, but not as Bull expected. He rolled straight toward the Negro. Bull lashed at him. The blow bruised him but it came from the body of the whip, not the deadly tip. The impact was blunt.

    Before Bull could strike again, Sloane was on his feet, a cry ripping from his throat that shocked the Negro for a precious second, long enough for Sloane to leap forward and deliver a flying srtap-kick, the bony edge of his foot thundering into Bull's stomach. Both men sprawled to the ground.

    Sloane leapt to his feet. Bull followed, staring, incredulous, one hand massaging his belly. Sloane saw the desperation in his eyes. He took up his fighting stance, ready to move in for the kill.

    Again the whip lashed out'. With pleasure Bull felt it connect — pleasure that quickly became sweat-dripping panic. For Sloane had caught the end of the whip a few inches from the lead tip, the hardened skin of his hand taking the snap out of it as the whip coiled round his wrist.

    Bull yanked on the whip but could not pull it loose. Sloane suddenly ran forward, his knee catching Bull in the gut. The Negro doubled in pain.

    Sloane slipped behind him, looping the whip round his neck and yanking him upright again. Bull wheezed then choked as Sloane tightened his grip. Both hands scrabbled at his throat, releasing the whip handle. Sloane grabbed the loose end and pulled it tight.

    "The clown… where is he?" Sloane demanded.

    A new fear entered Bull's eyes. "Clown? I dunno no clown… Please!"

    Grimacing, he jerked with pain when Sloane applied more pressure.

    "Where?" Sloane repeated.

    "Dunno… Ahh!"

    The whip cut deeper into his neck. Bull howled from deep in his throat.

    "They'll kill me… if I tell…" He spoke through clenched teeth.

    "Then you got yourself a problem," snapped Sloane. " 'Cause if you don't tell, I'm gonna kill you!" He jerked the ends of the whip again and Bull howled louder.

    "Please…" he rasped.

    Sloane slackened his hold. Bull gulped air hungrily.

    "Him an' the others… ran out on me… only know where Lucky Luke is…"

    "Who's Lucky Luke?"

    "Used to do rope tricks…"

    Sloane nodded. He had vague memories of the baby-faced cowboy.

    "Where is he?"

    "T-Bone Ranch… near Sonora."

    Sloane brought his face close to the Negro's. "I hope you're lying," he said with slow emphasis. "Because if you are, I can come back and finish you!"

    Sloane jerked on the two ends of the whip like he wanted it to cut clean through Bull's throat. Bull screamed, his tongue hanging from his mouth.

    Sloane relaxed the whip and the Negro pitched forward, coughing and clutching at his bloodied neck. Looking down at him, Sloane felt as much sympathy as for a vulture sick with indigestion.

    He turned and walked away, heading back into town.

    Bull watched him. His hand strayed to a rock the size of a pineapple. Silently, he picked up the rock and heaved it at the back of Sloane's head. Just as Sloane expected him to.

    Sloane ducked. The rock flew overhead. In the same fluid movement Sloane plucked something from the ground, turned and flung it by its tail.

    The rattler.

    The snake hit Bull in the face, wrapped itself round his neck. Dumb with horror, the Negro watched the snake weaving inches from his face, tongue quivering. He made a sudden move to flick it away. The snake struck. Three times it punctured him before he crushed its head under a rock — once in the face, twice in the hand. On his knees, Bull swayed. Very slowly, he looked towards Sloane.

    His sweat-lathered face was stretched tight as drumskin. His eyes bulged without seeing.

    "Why?" he asked.

    His voice was a hoarse whisper as if he was already speaking from out of his grave.

    Sloane smiled without humor. "You can't please everybody," he said.

    The Black's eyes became opaque. He fell forward, twitched a few times and lay still. Something white oozed from the corner of his mouth.

    Sloane enjoyed the leisurely walk back into town.
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    They were taking down the big welcome banner across Main Street when Ching Lei rode into Silver City. That wasn't the only excitement in town. Over by the sheriff's office, a buzzing crowd was clustered round a wagon. Ching Lei nudged his horse towards the excitement.

    A blanket had been thrown over the load on the back of the wagon. Beneath it, Ching Lei had no trouble in recognizing the outline of a man.

    He hitched his horse to a rail and returned to the crowd.

    "What happened?" he asked.

    A sallow-faced individual in a stovepipe hat and long coat turned to him, anxious to impart the favor of his knowledge.

    "One of the carnival people got hisself killed… and no wonder, I heard he was a knife-thrower!"

    "Nope, he was a whipman," said a voice close at hand and Ching Lei turned to see a small bright-eyed man standing nearby, his weathered face partially obscured by an overgrowth of smoky white beard.

    "And a good one too," the small man added. "Seen 'im myself."

    "That's as maybe," said the man in the stovepipe hat, casting a distasteful glance at the face behind the beard, "but it just goes to prove they oughta put a stop to this yearly farce. It's too dangerous with ail the children there and anyway only the Mexes get any fun out of it. And it's not like it brings any money into the town like some folks make out. People go out there and spend all their money and… No, no, no!"

    This outburst was aimed at Ching Lei, who was in the process of raising a corner of the blanket to get a look at the body.

    "It would be too shocking!" protested the man in the stovepipe hat, "and it wouldn't do for the ladies to see."

    There were, at that moment, several bonneted ladies frantically craning their necks with that very idea in mind. To their annoyance, Ching Lei let the blanket drop.

    The man in the stovepipe hat took a closer look at Ching Lei. He seemed to remember an urgent appointment.

    "Well," he said, "I've got better things to do with my time than stand here all day jawing with a Chinaman!"

    He brushed past Ching Lei and disappeared up the street.

    "Mighty friendly feller!" chuckled the small man from a dirty brown hole inside his beard.

    "What killed him?" Ching Lei asked, motioning toward the covered body.

    "Ah," laughed the small man, knowingly. "What or who?" He stuck a cob pipe in the hole in his beard and clamped teeth on it.

    "Looks like a rattler done him in," he continued, "but Elmer Whateley's boy what found the body saw someone walkin' away from it, whistlin' he said… and this here feller…" he tapped the side of the wagon with his pipe — "he's pretty beat up!"

    "So you know who killed him?"

    The bearded man shook his head. "Nope, but the boy got a pretty good look at him… a pretty good look!"

    Ching Lei waited.

    "It was a stranger," said the bearded man. "A stranger in a white suit."

    * * *

    Claude and Mule-Face had just finished nailing the sign to a tree when Sloane showed up.

    The sign read:

    
     T-Bone Ranch

     Private

     Trespassers Will Be Hung

    

    With the look of men waiting to be entertained, the two cowboys watched the man in white ride towards them.

    "Shall I get the rope?" Mule-Face asked. He had a long narrow face and his mouth seemed to have more teeth in it than a mouth should be allowed to have.

    "Not yet," said Claude. "First we'll see what he's got to say fer'imself… Then we'll hang 'im."

    "Howdy," he said cheerfully when Sloane reined in beside them. He was an easy-grinning man.

    Sloane nodded to the two men in long cattlemen's coats. Their wide-brimmed hats shaded their upturned faces.

    "You gentlemen know where I can find Lucky Luke?"

    Chewing on a cigar, Claude contemplated the stranger in dirty white.

    "You a friend of his?" he asked, smoke drifting from his mouth.

    "That's right," said Sloane. "An old friend."

    "Then I reckon he'll be right pleased to see you," said Claude.

    "I'm countin' on it."

    "He's up in them hills, chasin' nags," said Mule-Face, jabbing a thumb toward some red-stone hills rising steeply from the plain.

    "Obliged," said Sloane and nudged his horse past the two cowboys. Eyes narrowed with suspicion, they watched him make for the high-peaked hills.

    "I never heard a' Luke havin' no friends," complained Mule-Face.

    "I'm thinkin' the stranger's gonna feel mighty choked when he runs into his old pal," said Claude. "Mighty choked!"

    He laughed heartily and, just for the hell of it, Mule-Face laughed along with him.

    * * *

    Sloane followed a winding, rock-strewn trail into the hills. Anyone up above could have seen his dust when he was miles away, he thought. The boulders piled up along the trail invited an ambush and on the other side was a steep drop that got steeper the higher he climbed. He rode carefully.

    Not carefully enough.

    A lasso swished from nowhere, tightened round his neck and yanked him from his rearing horse.

    Sloane broke the fall, rolled and scrambled upright. His fingers pried loose the lasso and pulled it over his head. In the same instant, a second lasso snared him round the chest, tightening under his arms.

    Congratulations, Sloane told himself, you walked right into it. Lucky Luke rode Out from the cover of the rocks, the end of the reata wrapped round his hand. In his other hand he held a Dance Bros. 44 pointed at Sloane.

    "Talk fast, mister," he said. "Who are you?"

    "Name's Sloane… That mean anythin' to you?"

    Luke shook his head slowly. The baby-faced cowboy didn't look so babyish anymore. He'd grown plump and his baby-blue eyes had sunken into folds of fat.

    "Piss-all," he said. "What you after out here?"

    "You, Luke."

    Luke pulled on the lasso, jerking Sloane forward. He stumbled but kept on his feet.

    "Why?"

    "Get a few answers…"

    Luke thumbed back the hammer of his pistol. "This answers all your questions, mister," he said and raised the gun to fire.

    Sloane threw himself backwards, gripping the rope in both hands. His weight tugged Luke from the saddle, toppled him onto the ground. The pistol clattered across the rocks.

    Sloane was first on his feet. Running forward, he kicked the gun over the cliff. Luke scrambled upright, backing off, keeping the lasso stretched taut between them. His hand dipped to his belt and came up with a slice of naked sunlight — a Bowie knife.

    The lasso linked the two men in a strange dance of death. Hauling on the reata, coiling more and more of it round his wrist, Luke dragged Sloane within range. He thrust at Sloane's stomach. Sloane whipped his body back, suffered only a nick. As the cowboy's hand followed through, Sloane's crescent kick caught the back of his wrist. The knife flew from his hand.

    Before Luke had recovered, Sloane's other foot rose. The roundhouse kick caught him full in the mouth, sent him staggering back toward the edge of the cliff, spitting blood from a split Up.

    He fought for balance, screamed… and fell over the edge.

    Sloane threw himself flat in an effort to save himself from being dragged over by Luke. The rope tightened, cutting into his ribs, yanking him forward, inch by inch. From over the edge he heard Luke's scream as the cowboy dropped the same distance. Sloane dug in his heels, spread his arms… the movement towards the edge stopped… for the moment.

    Sloane's eyes sought a means of escape. Some of Lucky Luke's luck must have rubbed off on him, maybe all of it, because a few feet away, between him and the cliff, lying where Luke had dropped it, was the Bowie knife.

    Sloane allowed himself to be pulled closer to the edge, nearer the knife. He swore when he slipped too fast. Again, by digging his heels in he was able to halt his progress towards the edge.

    His hand groped for the knife.

    A bullet smacked rock near his fingers.

    He didn't need to see them to guess who the unwelcome visitors were.

    "Claude, Mule-Face! That you?" From over the cliff, Luke's voice sounded desperate. "Goddamit! Get me out of here!"

    Sloane's fingertips touched the knife's blade, dragged the Bowie into his palm. He began to saw at the rope.

    Another bullet kicked dust two feet away. Mule-Face's laughter whooped. Sloane went on slicing at the lasso. With his other hand, he kept hold of the reata. If he could help it, he wasn't going to let Luke slip through his fingers.

    The knife slit through the last strands. The rope came wildly alive, tried to escape. Sloane grabbed it and hung on, jamming his feet against firm rock. The rope skinned his palms but he held on.

    Luke's cries grew more desperate. He jerked and swayed at the other end of the rope.

    Bullets powdered rock around Sloane but the boulder at his back provided cover. Twisting the rope about his left arm, he was able to knot the end. He wedged the chunky knot between the rocks and released his hold, watching with interest. The knot shrank but stayed wedged. Lucky Luke wouldn't fall. Not as long as the reata held.

    "Help," Luke called again, more faintly.

    "I'll be right there, Luke!" shouted Sloane. "Just hang on a minute."

    Sloane began to circle toward Claude and Mule-Face, hugging cover, dashing from boulder to boulder. Rock chips showered his face. The two cowboys were having a lot of fun. Trigger-happy fun. Soon they would have to stop and reload.

    Then Sloane would make his move.

    * * *

    Lucky Luke was sweating buckets. The reata wrapped found his hand had torn the flesh bone deep. Blood dripped onto his face. His fingers were blackened, dead. He knew he couldn't hang on for much longer.

    "Holy shit!" Luke wept as the lasso dropped him another inch nearer oblivion. His voice cracked, rose into a shrill scream.

    "What the hell's goin' on up there?"

    Above, a face appeared over the edge and looked down at him. It wasn't a face he wanted to see.

    "Just not your lucky day is it, Luke?" said Sloane.

    Lucky Luke groaned.

    Sloane lit himself one of Claude's cigars and sat down, dangling his legs over the edge. He admired the view. The sun sparked off all the colors of the rocks below.

    "Now where were we," he began. "Oh, yeah, you were gonna tell me where to find the clown."

    Mention of the clown made Luke's eyes wild. "For Chrissake, pull me up!"

    "The clown…"

    "You're crazy… I don't know nothin' 'bout no clowns… I can't take much more of this — pull me up!"

    Sloane nudged the rope with his foot. It made Luke swing to and fro like a pendulum. "Better tell me, Luke… or grow wings fast."

    Eyes locked wide with terror, Lucky Luke watched the rocks sway beneath him.

    "I'm waiting," Sloane reminded him, tapping hot ash down onto the hanging man's head.

    Luke raised his wildly staring eyes to Sloane. He made a quick decision. His last.

    "I ain't tellin' you nothin', you bastard… nothin', y'hear!.. you go to hell!"

    Luke laughed. Laughter as crazy as Martha Sloane's when Luke and his friends had finished with her. With frantic amusement, he unwound the rope from the raw meat of his hand.

    "You hear me, mister?… You go straight to hell!" Luke laughed again.

    Then he dropped.

    "See you there," said Sloane, tossing the cigar butt after him. Leaning forward, Sloane watched him spilling down toward the rocks. Lucky Luke's scream struggled to a high note that died just when it was getting interesting. He added a splash of color to the landscape.

    Luke's luck had run out.

    And so had Sloane's only lead.
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    It was a cold night to be on sentry duty but Private Jaimie Patterson had hot thoughts to keep him warm while he paced the outside perimeter of the Auxiliary Territorial Prison. Thoughts about Rose Marie, the quartermaster's wild daughter, two years younger than his eighteen and pretty as a pearl. And she liked him. Three times she'd smiled at him, he was sure. A special smile that said he could have her whenever he wanted, easy as plucking apples off a tree. Then the rest of the guys would quit ribbing him about not having a girl of his own. All he had to do was get her alone one night, say the right words and…

    Footsteps, soft and close!

    Jaimie whirled, bringing up his rifle. The breath rushed out of him, hung like fog in the air. His bayonet grazed the dark.

    "Who goes there?" he challenged. "Friend or foe?" Jaimie was too green to break with regulations.

    A woman's laughter advanced toward him, silk rustling…

    "Why friend, of course, you silly boy," she whispered, emerging from the dark. Her voice was husky and reeked sin. She was beautiful, her body firm, luscious, her hauled as Up paint. Jaimie gaped. His mouth hung loose. Her perfume hazed his brain. She was more woman than a boy could stand.

    "Come here and I'll show you just how friendly I am…"

    She reached for him, the look in her eyes dirty as men's laughter, her mouth open, inviting…? She pushed aside the bayonet. He did not resist. He could not. Her arms encircled him, drew him onto her heat. Her tongue sought his. Hunger pressed him to her warm mouth…

    Pain flared in Jaimie's guts. His body jerked. His eyes swelled. A bubble of blood exploded on bis lips which brushed Scarlett's as he sank to his knees, then lurched onto his face and died.

    Another man stooped and took the offered kiss. When they finally stood apart, he grinned.

    "That soldier boy don't know what he's missin'," Fish said.

    "He'll never know," said Scarlett, wiping clean the knife on the boy's leg.

    * * *

    Dressed black as night, six men slipped unnoticed past Jaimie's body to the timbered wall of the prison stockade. Silently, with practiced ease, they formed themselves into a human pyramid.

    A seventh man joined them, a huge yellow-skinned man with a shaven head. Using shoulders as steps, he climbed to the top of the stockade wall.

    A blue-coated guard was listlessly patroling the palisade. As he passed by, Khan reached for him. Massive hands closed on the man's head. The guard struggled. A savage twist of the neck and he fell limply into Khan's arms. Khan discarded the body over the wall.

    There was another guard.

    Khan rose behind him, wrapping a powerful arm round his neck. The man's legs left the ground, kicking. A moment later, he followed his companion over the wall.

    Khan eased down the stairs to the courtyard below. There was only one guard at the gate and he was dozing on a stool, a rifle across his knee. Khan strolled up to the slumbering guard and chopped him in the neck. The guard fell, his neck broken.

    Khan unbarred the gates.

    The clown was the first to enter. Behind him came Fish, Scarlett, her brother Jack and the acrobats. They scattered across the silent courtyard, each knowing what he had to do.

    * * *

    The pile of poker chips before Warden Greeley was bigger than anyone else's pile and it made him feel very pleased with life in general. He chuckled to himself as his arm swept across the table, adding more chips to the pile.

    "I expect you gentlemen will think I've been picking up some tricks from some of our more accomplished guests."

    The three officers playing with him hid their resentment in a peal of appreciative laughter. All three sported handsome mustaches and their faces looked bright and clean above their high collars.

    The warden rose from the table and walked over to his cigar box to award himself a corona.

    "Yes, gentlemen," he said, lighting up, "I think I can safely say you shall have cause to regret this evening." This time the laughter was less enthusiastic.

    Puffing enjoyably, Warden Greeley moved to the window and opened it to let in some necessary air. Looking down, he saw three men in black run across the courtyard.

    The cigar slipped from his mouth.

    "Well, I'll be…"

    "Damned?" suggested the clown, his grotesque face suddenly appearing at the window behind a heavy caliber pistol.

    "Never give an audience time to think about a bad joke," he added and emptied the gun into the room.

    When the greasy smoke cleared the clown was gone and;the only living thing in the room was an agitated canary bird.

    * * *

    Alerted by the gunshots, guards clutching their weapons tumbled half-dressed from their quarters. The first five ran into knives thrown with lightning accuracy by Jack and Scarlett.

    Khan seized the next two as they emerged through the door and smacked their heads together with a sickening crunch.

    Guns in hand, the remaining guards hesitated on the threshold. Fish slipped noiselessly in through the back door and cut them down with his Winchester.

    A lantern held before him, the clown led the gang down a stone staircase to the cells below. The air was chilling and smelled damp.

    A guard appeared suddenly before them, aiming a shotgun. Fish's slug tore into his face. He stood there for a moment looking like someone had caught him in the eye with a ripe tomato. Then he rolled down the stairs, chasing his clattering rifle.

    They stepped over the body, advancing down a dark cellblock corridor. They passed many cells. There was not a single prisoner in any of them.

    "These cells… they're all empty," Scarlett pointed out as if the rest of them were blind.

    "Yeah, what's goin' on?" Fish demanded. "Where's all the prisoners?" The clown smiled tolerantly like someone plagued by small children.

    "This place wasn't built to keep people in," he said, "but to keep 'em out."

    He swung the lantern round so its light fell directly into the cell before him.

    "Jezus Christ," Fish whispered like a prayer. The rest of them just stared.

    In the cell, neatly piled in polished rows, was heap after heap of gold bullion…

    * * *

    The humpbacked Negro was getting to look as crisply faded as the heaps of old news piled everywhere in the newspaper morgue.

    "Here y'are," he said, adding another pile to the barrage of paper building up around Sloane. "Them's is the new'uns. Got plenty more for ya when yer done with them."

    "Thanks," said Sloane without enthusiasm.

    "Yessir, we gets every paper in the county sent us here — it's a hysterical record, f'sure!"

    "Just what I was thinkin'," Sloane agreed, getting to grips with the new pile.

    The hunchback watched him flick through the browning papers.

    "What youse wanna look at all that shit fo', anyhow?"

    "For five dollars, I don't have to tell you," said Sloane. "But since you're so interested, I will. I got tired of readin' bad news all the time so I thought I'd dig down and see if there was ever any good news."

    "Good nooze!" snorted the hunchback, turning and shuffling toward the door. "Why there ain't never been no good nooze since as long as I can remember — an' that's too long fo' an'body."

    In the doorway, he turned craftily round, pointing a stubby brown finger at Sloane.

    "An' if there was any," he said, "it wouldn't be nooze, would it?" With a crooked grin, the hunchback swayed out the door.

    Several long hours passed before Sloane found anything to interest him. What he found was an ad for the Alhambra Theater, proudly announcing the appearance for a limited Season of "that sensational knife-throwing duo — Jack Knife and Scarlett Blade."

    Beside the ad was a drawing of Scarlett. The artist must wave a dirty mind, Sloane thought, because he'd done justice to her figure.

    He turned to the front page to find which town the Alhambra honored by its presence.

    Sloane smiled when he read the name.

    Hades…

    * * *

    The clown's sharp eyes were narrow slits as he watched the approaching dust cloud become a troop of cavalry. Seven riders, an officer and six men… they could take care of them easy if necessary but it wasn't the kind of trail he liked to leave behind him.

    The clown raised his derby and a cheer when the bluecoats reined in alongside.

    "Hello there, boys! Out chasin' redskins?"

    "Not today," said the hard-faced captain in command, touching his hat. He slapped dust from his jacket but his eyes were busy elsewhere, taking in the grotesquely grinning clown, the big Oriental driving the second of the brightly painted wagons. Their appearance confirmed his first impression: a traveling show… harmless.

    A red-haired woman poked her head out of the second wagon. A good-looking woman. A couple of troopers whistled their appreciation.

    "Cut that out!" the captain snapped, turning on them. "Some of you men got less manners than a goat."

    He tipped his hat to the good-looking woman. She smiled back at him, the kind of smile he would remember on the long trail ahead.

    "Where you people coming from?" the captain asked the clown.

    "We been to the carnival in Las Cruces. Did a show there." The captain nodded.

    "Been on this road all day?"

    "Since sunup, captain."

    "See anything suspicious… big party of riders maybe?" The clown's face was thoughtful beneath the greasepaint. He shook his head slowly. "No, can't say we did."

    His voice took on an anxious note. "Hasn't been any trouble has there?"

    "Sure looks that way," said the captain. "Whole state's in a boil over some missing gold."

    "Gold, eh? Well, we'll look out for it."

    The captain pointed to the rutted trail ahead. "This'll take you into Hades. That where you're headed?"

    "That's right," said the clown. "Got a promise of a show there."

    Satisfied, the captain touched his hat again. "Good luck," he said and, taking a last look at the redhead, waved his men on.

    "Company ForwarrrdHo…"

    The clown watched the bluecoats canter into the sun. They had a hot day ahead of them. Hot and dusty and useless.

    "Yeah, we'll look after it," he said.
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    Sloane rode into Hades in the early afternoon. It was an easy town to miss if you didn't stick to the trail. First there was sunbaked sand. Then Main Street. Then the desert closed round you again.

    Whoever gave the town its name, he decided, didn't have much sense of humor. If he had he would have called it Sweetwater or Paradise or some other irony to bring a smile to a weary traveler's lips. But he was probably a cold humorless sonovabitch so he called it Hades.

    The obvious choice.

    The town welcomed visitors with a lot of gilt and color to dazzle the eye. But like an old whore's painted face, it didn't fool anybody. It was a pleasure town, thought Sloane, and its pleasures looked desperate. There were four saloons, two cathouses, and a theater with a good-time show. That was it. If none of these appealed, you might be accommodated in the sprawling graveyard on the edge of town. There were more dead than living in Hades. Which was appropriate. To the miners in the east and the cowboys hiding in from the west and the railroad workers struggling between, it was civilization.

    The name of the hotel was Hotel. Sloane carried his rifle case and gear inside and checked in. A big sweating man with a voice as deep as his chest showed him to his room.

    It was a room because it had four corners. There was also a bed. The previous occupant must have been a messy eater, Sloane thought, or else he'd kept dogs. He'd also left behind some friends of his. Some of them hopped and some of them crawled.

    "It's a dollar fifty a day or ten a week," said the big man, wiping the back of his neck with a rag. "Take it or leave it — you won't find no other in town."

    "It'll do," said Sloane, swinging his gear onto the bed. The sheets had the look of dirty snow.

    The sweating man hung about.

    "You wantin' company?" he asked, doing things with his face that might have been a grin.

    Sloane looked at him.

    "You want…" the big man nudged, "I can fix you up with some entertainment."

    "No, thanks," said Sloane, closing the door on him. "I'm planning on makin' my own."

    * * *

    Kathie Prescott was bored as only a nineteen-year-old girl can be in a small town where there's nothing to do but screw and no one worth screwing. She sat in the box office of her father's theater, propping her head on her hand and waiting for some excitement to enter her life.

    She perked up when she saw the stranger approaching. Her pretty face came alive and she quickly dabbed her long blonde hair into place.

    He was older than she but young enough, and he looked like he knew a thing or two. The unshaven face beneath the snap-brimmed hat was strong with an expression of sullen confidence. The eyes looking at her were denim blue, cold and clear as ice.

    "A new face… and not bad looking," she said. "Going to be in town long?" She smiled at him in a way that said she was interested.

    "Maybe," said Sloane.

    "When d'you get in?"

    Sloane looked more closely at the girl sitting in the box office. There was a dash of Irish in her voice and a double dash in her green eyes.

    "Do you sell tickets or just ask questions?"

    She managed to look hurt and delighted at the same time.

    "Depends on what you want a ticket for," she said.

    "How about the show?"

    She leaned closer. "Which show is that?" she innocently asked.

    "Very cute," said Sloane without smiling.

    There was a poster beside the box office. The names Jack Knife and Scarlett Blade were written big. Sloane rapped the poster with his knuckles.

    "This show," he said.

    Kathie looked like she'd just been handed a platterful of gold.

    "Oh, that show," she said. "Two tickets?"

    "One."

    "You did just get into town, didn't you."

    He took the ticket she offered him and flipped her a dollar in exchange.

    "I hope you enjoy the show, Mister…?"

    The question remained unanswered. Sloane turned toward the theater entrance.

    "My name's Kathie Prescott," she called out after him. "My old man runs the theater."

    "Is that a fact?" said Sloane and entered the auditorium.

    The air inside was rough with smoke and men's laughter. Sloane shouldered aside drunks and found himself a seat. The theater was dark and red and velvety. All around him men were having their fun — hooting, yelling, and stomping. Some passed round whiskey, others passed round girls. They wanted a good time and they meant to have one.

    The show opened with a juggler. Someone fired a shot in the air. The juggler dropped his plates and caught a lot of abuse. The flesh show was better appreciated — six girls sharing the same worn smile kicked back and forth across the stage. They shook their legs at the audience and other things besides.

    The orchestra feebly struggled against the whistling and hollering and suggestions that rocked the theater. When the girls had kicked their way into the wings and the enthusiasm had died to an uproar, Lemuel Prescott entered the stage, tipping his hat and wearing a grin broad as his brogue. His red hair matched his nose.

    "Thank you, gentlemen, thank you!"

    His fluttering hands appealed for calm. "And now, after that delightful spectacle comes entertainment with a keen edge of excitement — entertainment that hits the mark every time. Introducing those nabobs of the knife, the wizards of the scalpel — the sensational Blades?

    The last words were flung at the audience as Prescott left the stage. He flourished and the curtain opened on a line of fierce-looking Indians, menacing the audience with arrows and tomahawks.

    Jack and Scarlett ran onto the stage, tossing knives in quick succession. The wooden Indians bit the dust. The audience roared its approval. Most of the approval was aimed at Scarlett. Her long legs were sheathed in fishnet stockings. That was about all she wore.

    Sloane recognized them immediately. He remembered even the black gloves Jack wore on his hands. Jack's style of dress hadn't changed but he had. He had grown thinner, more skeletal. His cheeks were sunken; his eyes burned in his dark face like twin candles in a halloween skull.

    As for Scarlett, she had grown a bigger bosom. She looked harder and meaner. But there was only one Scarlett. You couldn't mistake her blood-red hair.

    Brother and sister went quickly through their routine, scoring hits on bursting balloons and pictures of the Yankee president.

    A pair of stagehands pushed a contraption onstage. It was a wooden wheel, big as a man, mounted on a platform. A lever grew out of the platform. Painted on the face of the wheel were the red and blue circles of a target.

    Facing the audience, Scarlett flattened herself against the wheel, limbs spread. Straps secured her to the wheel.

    Jack stepped up and pulled on the lever. Slowly at first, then faster, the wheel began to turn, Scarlett turning with it. Soon she and the wheel were a blur of color.

    Holding a fan of knives, Jack backed away from the spinning wheel. He raised a knife, aimed… a drum rolled… cymbals clashed and he threw the knife.

    It thudded into the wheel, releasing a collective rush of breath from the audience.

    Six times Jack threw knives at the spinning wheel. The audience watched, wide-eyed, breathless. Even Sloane found himself anxious. It had taken a lot of time to catch up with Scarlett. He didn't want her to die that easy.

    After the sixth throw, Jack ran to the wheel and returned he lever to its original position. The wheel slowed. The audience waited to see if they were going to get an extra shock for their money. They were out of luck.

    Scarlett danced down from the wheel and linked hands with Jack. They took their bows. The audience leapt to its feet, clapping and cheering. The applause was thunderous.

    Scarlett blew kisses to her public.

    Sloane left.

    * * *

    Pepe and Sebastian clapped their hands with delight. Eyes bright as new dollar pieces, the two young Mexicans watched the clown fooling on the trampoline.

    The clown fell and bounced, toppled and bounded right back again with many wild, eye-rolling faces and shrill exclamations of surprise. He leaped and somersaulted, flipped backwards and forwards until the two boys were giddy and their sides ached from laughing.

    The trampoline was set up to one side of the two-story adobe ranch house. Above the bouncing clown, two black-costumed acrobats swung to and fro, practicing catches on a trapeze.

    To conclude his performance, the clown leapt off the trampoline and landed expertly on his butt. Feigning pain, he began to boo-hoo loudly.

    Sebastian shrieked with delight. But Pepe's face clouded, the laughter draining away. The smaller boy burst into tears.

    At the sound of the boy's tears, the clown quit acting. He rose to his feet and walked over to the boys, squatting down beside Pepe.

    "See, I'm not hurt," he said. The tone of his voice was gentle, reassuring.

    From the breast pocket of his checkered jacket, he drew a red handkerchief with big white spots. He handed it to Pepe.

    "Here, boy, dry them eyes."

    The boy pressed the handkerchief to his eyes. The uncontrolled tears wound down into broken sobs that shook his body.

    "You see, Pepe, a clown is kind of like life. He does somethin' that makes you happy and then, when he's got you laughin' and a'clappin' without a care in the world, he does somethin' that makes you wanna cry. Well, when that happens, you gotta go right on laughin' 'cause really it's all part of the fun."

    The clown put his hand under Pepe's chin and tilted the sobbing boy's head towards him.

    "Understand?"

    Pepe tearfully nodded. "Yes, Senor Carmello."

    The clown could see a buggy heading toward the ranch. Inside it he recognized Jack and Scarlett.

    "Good," he said, turning to the red-eyed boy beside him. "You give me a big smile now."

    Sniffing back a sob, Pepe pulled a face that just made it as a smile. Carmello ruffled his hair. They stood as the buggy pulled alongside.

    "Good mornin', Scarlett, Jack."

    "What's the idea of sending for us?" Jack demanded. "Didn't you say we was never to come out here?"

    "Something's come up," said Carmello. "Come on in and I'll tell you 'bout it."

    He let them towards the ranch house.

    * * *

    Sloane followed the trail the buggy had taken down to the gate. In the distance he could see a cluster of buildings grouped round a white ranch house.

    There was a sign above the gate. It read

    
     Welcome to The Big Top Ranch

    

    Fish and Khan were waiting inside a room splashed bright with circus posters. Polishing the stock of his carbine, Fish watched the big Mongolian lumber from one end of the room to the other like a trapped bear.

    "Why we have to wait?" he grumbled for the fiftieth time.

    "You talk too much," said Fish.

    Khan growled at him.

    Carmello entered the room, followed by Jack and Scarlett and Kurt, the leader of the team of acrobats.

    "Hey, baby!"

    Fish pulled Scarlett close. They kissed, long and deep.

    "Did you miss me?" she asked.

    Fish grinned, shaking his Winchester at her. "You know me, baby, I never miss nothin'!"

    Carmello sat down before a mirror and pulled off his false nose. He began to remove the rest of his makeup.

    "Well, why are we all here?" Jack asked, walking up behind him.

    The clown's voice was matter of fact. "Bull's dead," he said. "So is Luke."

    Suddenly, everyone was interested in the conversation.

    "How?" asked Jack.

    "Bull got a goodnight kiss from a rattle-snake. Luke took the short cut off a mountain."

    Carmello opened a drawer and pulled out a pair of newspaper cuttings. He handed them to Jack. Jack read the clippings in silence. Fish's laughter broke the silence.

    "Well, that's great!" he said. "We don't have to worry no more 'bout them shootin' their mouths off."

    "No," Carmello agreed, dabbing off greasepaint. "Now we can worry about who it was killed 'em."

    "Killed 'em?"

    Jack waved the newspaper cuttings. "These were accidents," he said.

    "Two accidents in a month seems careless even for this country," said Kurt. The crop-haired German's voice was precise, guttural.

    Carmello rose from his chair and faced them. Without his makeup, his face was bland, the features smooth. But the eyes were the same… intense. The eyes of a man used to seeing further than those around him.

    He said, "I think someone's comin' after us, pickin' us off, one by one."

    "Comin' after us," Khan repeated heavily. His polished brow wrinkled. "I don't like that… that ain't nice!"

    "You talk too much," said Fish.

    "Who?" he asked, turning to Carmello.

    "Maybe someone didn't like the show?" Scarlett suggested.

    "There's plenty that got cause," Carmello allowed. He took the clippings from Jack's hand and held them up. "These talk of a stranger seen near where they found Bull… a stranger in a white suit." He looked at them, gazing round from face to face. "Look out for him!" he warned.
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    Kathie brightened up when Sloane's face appeared at the window of the box office.

    "So you came back. You must like the show… or is it something else you like?" She sounded hopeful.

    "Maybe I wanna be there when one of those knives hits the wrong target," said Sloane.

    Kathie showed pearly teeth in a smile. "That's what brings them all in," she said. "Won't happen though, not unless Jack wants it to. Is that the only reason you're here?"

    "You still sell tickets? Or are you just sitting there waiting for someone to talk to?"

    "Two?"

    "One."

    "Saving yourself for someone special?" she asked, scooping up Sloane's money.

    "How about a lady with a knife?"

    "Well," she said, pouting, "I like a man who gets to the point."

    She looked so displeased, Sloane took pity on her. "Maybe you can help me after all," he said.

    "What did you have in mind?" Kathie asked, switching from disappointed hunter to wary prey.

    "You know a ranch called the Big Top a few miles outside town?"

    "Sure."

    "Know anything 'bout it?" Sloane's voice betrayed no urgency.

    "Just that it's run by circus folk. I guess that's why it's called the Big Top."

    "Who runs the outfit?"

    "Name's Carmello. Dad says he used to be a clown, a good one." She looked suspiciously at Sloane. "How come you're so interested anyway? Thinking of running away to join the circus?"

    "I might just do that," said Sloane, picking up his ticket and turning away.

    Kathie watched him enter the auditorium. She didn't think she'd ever seen a man looking so pleased with himself.

    * * *

    When she'd sold the last ticket, Kathie put out the big 'House Full' sign and went backstage. Boisterous music and wild cheers from the audience told her the dancing girls were on. Kathie went to Scarlett's dressing room, knocked and took up the shouted invitation to enter.

    Scarlett was standing in the middle of the room holding her breath and looking uncomfortable while Jenny Ling, the wardrobe mistress, pulled tight the laces at the back of her costume.

    "Five minutes to go, Scarlett," said Kathie.

    "Thanks, honey, I'll be there." She winced as Jenny tugged harder on the laces round her waist. "If I'm still breathin' that is!"

    "You shouldn't eat so much," said Jenny. "You should eat more rice like me than you wouldn't have this trouble."

    The Chinese girl was small and slender.

    "No, thanks," said Scarlett, "I like to give my men somethin' to hang onto." With her hands on her buttocks, she shook her body to demonstrate. There was plenty to hang on to.

    "Kathie, you like the new costume I made for Scarlett?" Jenny asked.

    Kathie stepped further into the room, nodding appreciatively. The costume was satin, as red as Scarlett's hair and adorned with lace and pink ostritch feathers.

    "Why, Jenny, it's lovely!"

    Jenny's face filled with pleasure. For a brief moment the sadness in her dainty features was gone.

    "Thank you," she said and meant it.

    On high heels, Scarlett tapped over to a full-length mirror and posed before it. She liked what she saw.

    "I always say it ain't the fancy wrappin' that counts, it's the goods inside."

    "I'm sure your secret admirer will approve," said Kathie. Scarlett turned to her.

    "My admirers don't usually make much secret from it. This a new one?"

    "That's right, rode into town yesterday."

    "What's he like?" Scarlett asked vaguely. She was busy passing a comb through her long hair.

    "Oh, young… good-looking… looks like he's been around." Kathie's voice was wistful.

    "Say rich and you'll get me interested," said Scarlett.

    "He's out front tonight so you can see him for yourself."

    Scarlett shot Kathie a look of alarm. "I hope he ain't the only one out there," she said.

    Kathie laughed. "No, it's a full house. But he's easy to see. He's wearing a white suit — you can't miss him!"

    Scarlett put the comb down slowly.

    "I won't," she said.

    "Well, I better leave you to get ready," said Kathie, moving towards the door.

    "O.K., thanks for the tip, Kathie."

    When Kathie had gone, Scarlett went straight to her dressing table and quickly wrote out a note. She put it in an envelope, sealed it and handed it to Jenny.

    "Jenny, have one of the boys take this over to the Silver Slipper and give it to Mr. Fish. He'll be playin' cards in the back room. Hurry, it's urgent!"

    Jenny looked doubtfully at the envelope in her hand.

    "But your costume…"

    "Don't you worry, I'll take care of that," said Scarlett. "This is one show I'm not gonna miss."

    * * *

    "…the sensational Blades!"

    Prescott left the stage clapping along with the audience. Sloane felt cold anger when Scarlett and Jack ran on and went straight into their wiping-out-the-dirty-redskins number. It was an historic performance but only Sloane knew it. Because only Sloane knew that before the next evening both brother and sister would be dead.

    Their act was exactly the same as he had seen the previous night — smooth, fast paced, professional. No one could throw knives like the Blades. They were lightning fast, their aim deadly accurate. They were going to be tough to kill, thought Sloane.

    Then suddenly the act wasn't the same anymore. Jack walked out to the front of the stage, raising a hand to silence the applause.

    "Tonight we've got something special for you ladies and gentlemen and we'd like a volunteer to come up on stage."

    A drunk in the front row leapt to his feet. "I'll do it… I'm yer man!"

    Leering at Scarlett, he started to climb up onto the stage toward her. With the pointed tip of her shoe, Scarlett helped him into the orchestra pit.

    Jack's gaze swept slowly over the crowd and settled on Sloane. He pointed.

    "How about you, sir? You look like a man without fear."

    Sloane tensed. For one breathless moment he thought he'd been recognized, that Jack knew who he was. Then he dismissed the thought. Neither Bull nor Luke had remembered him and there was no reason why Jack should. It must be a coincidence, he decided. Some ironic twist of fate to spice his revenge.

    Cries of encouragement were aimed at Sloane from all sides. The hands of his neighbors pushed him to his feet, urged him toward the stage. He knew he had a choice. He could go up on stage or he could leave.

    Sloane mounted the stage.

    Scarlett took him by the arm and guided him toward the revolving wheel.

    "If you'll kindly step over to this here wheel," said Jack, "We promise you an experience you'll remember as long as you live."

    The way he said it, Sloane got the feeling that might not be very long.

    Jack held out his hand. "Your hat," he said.

    Ignoring the outstretched hand, Sloane took off his hat and threw it neatly over the head of one of the wooden Indians.

    Scarlett pushed Sloane back against the wheel with the flat of her hand. She and Jack strapped his feet and arms to the wheel. They seemed to get a lot of pleasure from doing it.

    Jack took hold of the lever that operated the wheel.

    "Hold tight," he said, smiling like he knew something Sloane didn't.

    Something's wrong, thought Sloane. They were enjoying this too much. Maybe they did know who he was, after all. Or why he was in Hades. Maybe…

    Suddenly the world was a crazy mess, a whirlpool of colors and sounds and he was right in the middle of it, sinking fast and looking for a way out. His thoughts were chasing his head and his stomach was chasing the rest of him. Around him light and dark fought like a pair of angry dogs. Every time he spun round the sun rose and set. Out in the whirlpool shapes danced and, before his mind could catch them, fled. He was trapped in the center of a tornado.

    Something sliced through the air and thudded into the wheel by his ear. He knew what it was. Others followed. Every time a knife was thrown, cymbals crashed together. To Sloane it was the echo of his heartbeat.

    He had no doubts now. They knew. They'd played with him and now they were going to finish him. Tonight the audience wouldn't go home disappointed. That small slip they'd all been waiting for was finally due. An unfortunate accident — for the clown and his friends, a very fortunate accident.

    Sloane closed his eyes, listened to the knives thudding into the wood around him, getting closer. He waited for pain. He waited to die…

    The audience was hollering and stamping. Sloane opened his eyes. The world was slowing down. Soon, it stopped altogether.

    Scarlett and Jack unstrapped him and helped him down from the wheel. Sloane felt dazed. Dazed but alive. He retrieved his hat from the Indian's wooden head.

    "A big hand for our brave volunteer," Jack told the audience. The audience obliged. The cheers and clapping followed him up the aisle.

    At the back of the theater stood Kathie.

    "See you around," she said with a wicked smile.

    Sloane's expression took the smile off her face. He needed a drink. He pushed past her and out of the theater.

    The air tasted good. Sloane stepped off the sidewalk heading across the street to the Silver Slipper. He couldn't figure it out. Maybe it was just a coincidence after all. Or maybe they were smarter than he'd given them credit for. Maybe they'd never meant to kill him in a theater full of witnesses…

    Sloane stopped dead, suddenly alert. The street was empty. He looked up, flicking his gaze over the roof tops, dark roof tops that should have been lifeless. He turned and ran, diving for the sidewalk. The slug hit him in midair, smashed him to the ground. Pain shocked through him when he struck the dirt but he knew he had to move fast. He rolled and a second bullet smacked the ground where he'd been lying. As he rolled, he felt darkness pressing in on him. It smothered him like a thick blanket.

    He stopped moving.
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    Kathie was one of the first to reach Sloane. Kneeling down, she examined him. Blood had soaked his jacket and muddied the road. His breath was shallow but it meant he was alive. Anxiously, she searched the gathering crowd for a familiar face. She saw her father pushing his way to the front, followed by Jenny. She called to them, her voice sounding so calm it surprised her.

    "Jenny, go get Doc Webb… Dad, help me get him inside!"

    The Prescotts put Sloane in a bed in the spare room of their apartment above the theater. Doc Webb arrived soon after, muttering into his grey whiskers about a winning hand of poker he'd been forced to abandon. When he saw Sloane, he stopped complaining, stripped off his jacket, rolled up his shirt sleeves and got to work with the forceps.

    The bullet had flattened itself out, smashing a couple of ribs. Doc removed it, cleaned the wound and patched it up.

    "There, that oughta take care of it," he said when he'd finished wrapping a bandage round Sloane's chest. Doc looked at his hands. They were red gloves. He washed them in the bowl of water Kathie had fetched.

    Kathie looked down at Sloane. His face was pale.

    "Is he going to be alright?"

    "Sure, long as he takes it easy for a while," said Doc, wiping his hands on a towel.

    "That means no strong drink, no strenuous exercise, and no women!" To emphasise the last point he gave Kathie's rear end a tweak.

    Kathie stepped back fast. "Do you get many women patients, Doc?" she asked.

    Doc Webb chuckled as he slipped his jacket back on. "I got plenty of women patients… but no patience with women!" He picked his black bag off the table. "I'll call by tomorrow, see how he's doin'."

    "Thank you, Doc."

    "This way," said Jenny.

    Doc Webb followed Jenny out of the room.

    Kathie turned her attention back to Sloane. Now that she was alone with him, her pretty face was crafty. He was unconscious, at her tender mercy. She could do with him as she pleased. She reached out and touched his hair, stroked it.

    Leaning over, she put her lips to his and gently, longingly, kissed him.

    Sloane opened first one eye, then the other. He looked at her sternly.

    "Didn't you hear what the Doc said?" he accused. "Don't you have no consideration for a sick man?"

    Jenny accompanied Doc Webb as far as Black Jack's saloon then carried on alone toward the lodging house she called home. Walking down the empty street, silent except for the hollow beat of her steps on the sidewalk, she relived once more the events which had brought her to Hades. She remembered how her father had wanted her to marry a man in San Francisco, a Chinese merchant, rich but elderly. Instead, she had run off with a white boy, as poor as the merchant was rich but full of passion and youthful excitement. Two months later, he'd grown tired of her. He began to share her with his friends, rough violent men with the smell of dead animals. One day he argued with them over money. They shot him dead and left her, alone and friendless in a country where life was cheap and cheaper if your skin happened to be yellow.

    She accepted her fate. She knew it to be a punishment from the gods. For showing disrespect to her father and turning her back on her people. She sold her body and she survived, drifting from town to town where women's bodies were in need. She had come to Hades because it was that kind of town. Then she met Kathie and Kathie had trusted her, given her a job where she could feel like a human being again.

    These memories were never far from her mind. But tonight, the shooting, the blood and the man with the red hole in his back had brought them back to vivid life.

    She stopped outside the lodging house, reaching for the door handle. A hand clamped down on her mouth, stifling her cry of fear. Someone wrestled her into the alley beside the house. The alley was dark but there was light enough to make out the face of her attacker. It was someone she had never seen before — a young Chinaman, his handsome face fiercely intent on their struggle.

    "Don't be afraid," he urgently whispered. "I do not wish to hurt you, only speak with you."

    Jenny stared at him. The youth looked self-assured, even arrogant. He did not look as if he was lying.

    "If I take my hand away, do you promise not to shout for help?"

    Jenny motioned her agreement. Ching Lei removed his hand from her mouth. She took a deep breath.

    "You have a funny way of getting to meet people, she said.

    "Forgive me," said Ching Lei. "I did not want anyone to see us together."

    "Now that we've met, what do you want with me."

    Eagerness showed itself in the young Chinaman's face. "The man who got shot tonight — is he dead?"

    Jenny shook her head. Ching Lei smiled. His rebel was great.

    "Good," he said.

    "Is he a friend of yours?"

    Ching Lei laughed scornfully. "No friend of mine or anybody else's!" He looked at her with sudden harshness.

    "If one of your own people asked you for help, would you give it? Or do you help only the white devils?"

    Jenny lowered her eyes. "If one of my people needed my help I would do what I could." Ching Lei nodded his head, satisfied.

    He said: "I want you to help me kill the man called Sloane."

    * * *

    Swinging a pink parasol, Scarlett stepped out of her dressing room and advanced down the backstage corridor. At the bottom of a flight of stairs, she paused and looked up. She knew behind the door at the top of the stairs lay Sloane.

    Hidden inside the pink parasol was a long-bladed knife.

    Scarlett took her first step up the stairs…

    Above her, the door suddenly-opened. Scarlett froze. Kathie came down the stairs carrying a trayful of empty dishes.

    "Hello, Kathie," said Scarlett cheerfully. "How's the patient today?"

    "Oh, he'll live. Matter of fact, it's all I can do to keep him in bed."

    "I'm sure you'll find a way of doing that alright, a pretty girl like you."

    Kathie stepped by, hiding her blushes as best she could.

    "You take good care of him, y'hear," said Scarlett. "I ain't got so many secret admirers I can afford to lose any."

    Scarlett watched Kathie heading towards the kitchen. She looked back up the staircase, her cordial smile dying on her lips. It was too risky, she thought, now that she'd been seen.

    But tonight…

    * * *

    "I can take care of the rest myself," Scarlett told Jenny when they'd struggled her into her costume. "Why don't you go out front and enjoy the show?"

    Jenny hesitated. "Are you sure?"

    "Sure, I'm sure. You put as much into this damn show as the rest of us. Why shouldn't you get some fun out of it too!"

    "I'd like that, Scarlett. Thank you."

    "Off you go now…"

    Scarlett put her arm round the Chinese girl's slim waist and guided her out of the door. "See you later, honey…"

    As soon as Jenny had gone, Scarlett hurriedly finished dressing. Behind her, Jack entered, closing the door silently behind him.

    "You get rid of her?" he asked.

    "She's out front, watching the show."

    Jack held up a fan of knives, holding them by the points. "Let's go pay Mr. Sloane a friendly visit," he said.

    Slipping the knives into his belt, Jack moved to the window. He opened it and climbed out. Scarlett followed.

    On the balcony, she helped him up onto her shoulders. Jack stretched out his arms and caught hold of the balcony above. He hauled himself up and swung onto the balcony.

    Reaching down, he gripped Scarlett's hand and pulled her up after him.

    The window onto the balcony was open. Cautiously, they peered into the room. Sloane was propped up in bed, his eyes closed. Asleep.

    Jack slid the knives from his belt. He threw one at the man on the bed. The knife sank deep into Sloane's chest.

    Jack threw four more knives fast as rain, scored four more hits. Sloane's head sagged onto his chest.

    * * *

    Jenny Ling did not stay to watch the show. Instead, throwing a cape over her shoulders, she slipped unnoticed out the stage door.

    An hour later, she was approaching the railroad workers' camp to the north of Hades. Campfires glowed in the night and masculine laughter clawed the air. The sound of a mournful mouth-organ reached out toward her.

    Summoning her courage, Jenny walked toward the nearest fire. Seated in its glare was a group of Chinese workers, joking and playing cards. They fell silent when Jenny approached.

    One of them, a big broad-shouldered man with the face and long arms of a monkey, grinned at her.

    "Looking for Fang?" he asked. "Here I am, ready and waiting!"

    Fang's cronies laughed along with him.

    Jenny walked quickly past the circle of jeering men toward the next campfire.

    A hand closed on her arm. Her scream died in her throat when she recognized Ching Lei beside her. She hugged him with relief.

    Ching Lei steered her away from the watchful eyes of the other Chinese. Coarse laughter followed them as they retreated behind the cover of the trees.

    When they were out of sight, Ching Lei turned impatiently to her, gripping Jenny by the shoulders.

    "Does he still live?" he demanded.

    "He lives… he is not badly hurt."

    Ching Lei was content. Jenny looked at him without understanding.

    "You are glad that he's alive so that now you may kill him. Why?"

    Going Lei's face grew taut with anger. "Every moment of time he lives is like a slap in my face — don't you see that?"

    "I see that Kathie likes this Sloane… and that… I like you…"

    Ching Lei shook his head irritably. "You're a woman," he said. "You don't understand these things."

    Jenny lowered her head.

    "Would you prefer me if I was a man?" She asked demurely. Looking at her, Ching Lei relaxed, his hatred of Sloane ebbing away for the moment. With his hand, he raised her face to his.

    "Yes," he said, "tracing a finger gently over her lips, "with a big black mustache…"

    Their mouths met. Together, they sank down. Beneath them the ground was cold.

    They did not feel the cold.

    * * *

    Jack stepped through the open window into Sloane's room, followed by Scarlett.

    Sloane lay lifeless on the bed, the hilts of Jack's knives protruding from his chest.

    Jack smiled thinly. "That takes care of the troublesome Mr. Sloane," he said. He motioned Scarlett towards Sloane's jacket hanging on a chair. "See if there's anything says who he is…"

    Scarlett crossed the room and began to rummage through Sloane's clothes. Jack moved toward the bed to pull his knives from the body.

    The body sat up, smiling. Sloane pushed aside the wooden plank that had protected him beneath the blankets.

    "He's alive!" Jack exclaimed weakly.

    "Alive and kicking!" corrected Sloane, swinging off the bed toward the knife-thrower. His foot slammed into Jack's stomach. Jack hit the wall.

    Staggering, Jack palmed himself off the wall. He saw Sloane's right whistling toward his head and raised his own fists to block the punch.

    The punch never landed. Pulling his right, Sloane's left shot through under Jack's arm and jolted his stomach. Jack gasped, clutching at his belly, and began to crumble. Sloane clubbed a fist down on the back of his neck.

    While Jack was floored, Sloane shot a glance at Scarlett. She stood fear-paralyzed, one hand raised to the open red slash of her mouth. Seeing Sloane distracted, Jack flung himself upward, fist swinging.

    Sloane's snapkick pounded his chest like a sledgehammer, hurled him back against the wall once more. The roundhouse kick that followed caught him in the temple, a brain-rattling blow that slammed him across the room into a corner. His ears were filled with a noise like a train rushing through a tunnel. He coughed. Something warm oozed from his lips.

    Only the wall held him upright. Jack reached into his waistcoat pocket and pulled something out, raising it to throw. There was a click as the switchblade flashed open.

    Sloane dived onto the bed, hands reaching for the knife-studded board.

    Jack coughed again, a racking cough that gushed more blood from bis lips and stayed his throwing arm for more time than Sloane needed. Swinging the board in both hands, he whacked it against the bedpost. The knives flew free, death winging across the room.

    Three of the knives tasted flesh. Too surprised to scream, Jack slid down the wall, the switchblade slipping from twitching fingers. He sprawled forward, face slopping into a fast spreading pool of his lifeblood.

    Sloane reeled under Scarlett's weight. Her hand groped over his shoulder, clawing for his throat. Pushing forward, he broke her hold and spun round to seize her wrist as the knife fell toward him. The face straining against his was twisted with naked hate. The fingers round her wrist tightened, became bands of bone-snapping steel. She squealed, dropping the knife. Her free hand reared, painted nails aiming at his eyes…

    He smacked her brutally, aside and followed after her, drawing back a clenched hand for a spine-splintering punch, wondering what it would feel like to have killed a woman…

    * * *

    Kathie looked through the open door into Scarlett's dressing room. Still empty. The worry lines in her face tightened as she closed the door. She knew Scarlett wasn't in her brother's room because she'd just looked in there and that was empty too. The two of them had vanished and so had Jenny.

    Kathie moved anxiously down the corridor to her father's office.

    Lemuel Prescott was seated behind his desk drinking the theater's profits when Kathie entered.

    "Dad, have you seen Jack or Scarlett?"

    Prescott did not look at her. He was too busy shaking the last few reluctant drops from a bottle into his glass.

    "No, I have not… are they not ready to go on?"

    Kathie shook her head. "They're due on in a couple of minutes and I can't find them anywhere. And Jenny's disappeared as well." She clutched her hands together concernedly. "If they don't show up, we'll have to give everyone their money back!"

    Prescott took consolation in emptying his glass. He studied its emptiness.

    "I book knife-throwers and what do I get — a couple of magicians with a disappearing act!"

    Banging the glass onto the table, he rose from behind the desk.

    "Well, I can disappear too — right across the road to the saloon!" He slapped on his hat and made for the door. Kathie threw out a hand, held his arm.

    "That's no answer, Dad."

    "It's my answer and it's good enough for me…"

    He huffed out the door, slamming it behind him.

    * * *

    Kathie dejectedly climbed the stairs toward her room after she had returned the last of the money to the grumbling customers. At the top of the stairs, she noticed a light coming from under the door of Sloane's room. Her father had his drink… maybe she could find some consolation of her own. She opened the door and stepped inside.

    Sloane was lying in bed reading. He lowered the book when Kathie entered.

    "How's the invalid?" she asked.

    "I barely got the strength to turn these pages," Sloane sighed.

    Sitting on the bed beside him, Kathie firmly took the book from out of his hands and laid it aside.

    "Hey, what's the idea?" the invalid protested.

    "Mustn't waste your strength holding that big heavy book — you might strain yourself."

    Sloane sank back onto the pillows and stared, long-suffering, at the ceiling.

    "You're just pickin' on me 'cause I'm so weak," he complained.

    "That's right, tough guy."

    Sloane failed to smother a smile. "How was the show?" he asked.

    "Oh, just great!" It was Kathie's turn to look pained. "Our star attraction, your friend Scarlett and her brother, didn't show and I had to give everyone their money back — every last cent!" Sloane tut-tutted his disapproval.

    "Sounds to me like they're lying down on the job," he said.

    "Which reminds me," said Kathie, suddenly alertly suspicious, "you never did tell me what you came here for in the first place."

    Sloane hunched his shoulders. "It's very simple. A guy told me to go straight to hell. Here I am."

    Kathie leaned closer, much closer.

    "Welcome to hell, stranger," she breathed.

    They kissed.

    * * *

    A considerable time later, Sloane pulled away from her. Kathie pursued him with her lips. He held up a finger between them.

    "Mustn't waste my strength, remember?"

    "Who says?" Kathie demanded, outraged.

    "You." Touching the tip of her nose, "remember?"

    "I said that?"

    "Uh-huh!"

    Kathie smouldered. She pouted. She did things with her eyes, appealing things to melt a stony man's heart. Sloane shook his head.

    With a fine show of sulky dignity, she flounced from the bed and crossed the room, her head held high. In the doorway, she sneaked a look back to see if he'd had a change of heart. He waved goodbye.

    With a final toss of her head, Kathie swept from the room, slamming the door behind her, Prescott fashion.

    * * *

    Sloan listened to her footsteps receding down the passage. Then he swung out of the bed and onto his feet. Pain made him wince. He looked down at his bandaged ribs. The bandage was speckled with fresh blood.

    He moved across the room and opened the wardrobe. Jack's body tumbled out and lay vacant-eyed at his feet.

    Inside the wardrobe sat Scarlett, bound and gagged with torn sheets. She glared at him, her eyes revealing all the hate a female soul can hold.
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    Pale rivers of light were beginning to splash over the plains when Sloane reached the Big Top ranch. He left the buggy by the hole he cut in the fence and made Scarlett help him carry Jack's body toward the ranch house.

    Several hundred yards from the yellow-dusted adobe house, Sloane found a wooden fence, six foot long and six foot high… nothing else. Just a fence where no fence ought to be. He dumped Jack's body behind the fence, out of sight of the house.

    Exhausted, Scarlett slumped down beside the body of her brother.

    "Who's in there?" Sloane asked, watching the house for signs of life.

    She shrugged. "Knock on the door and ask."

    Sloane took one of Jack's knives from his jacket pocket and ran a finger lightly along the blade.

    "I've got a mind to do some wood whittlin'," he said. "But I don't have no wood…" He looked pointedly at Scarlett.

    "Carmello, Fish, some others," she said.

    "How 'bout the big man, the one with yeller skin and no hair?"

    "Khan? Yeah, he's there."

    Sloane slipped the knife back into his pocket.

    "And the Injun?"

    "Injun?"

    "There used to be an Injun with you."

    Scarlett thought about it a while. "Crow," she remembered, "that was a long time ago."

    "What happened to him?"

    "Fish took care of him. We came into some money, easy money. Fish didn't think an Injun should get any of it."

    "That why Bull ran out? He didn't wanna end up like the Injun?"

    Scarlett stared at him. "Who the hell are you?" she asked.

    Sloane turned his back on her and examined the fence. The wood was splintered and shot through with holes. He walked round to the other side, Scarlett getting up and following him. Playing cards and other targets were nailed to the other side of the fence.

    "This where your lover boy does his target practice?"

    Scarlett nodded.

    "When?"

    "Every mornin'."

    Sloane touched his broken ribs.

    "He's out of practice," he said.

    "Next time, he won't miss." She spoke with snarling confidence.

    "There won't be a next time," said Sloane.

    Scarlett swung away from him as if disgusted by his presence. The movement stretched into a clumsy dash for the house.

    Sloane caught up with her in a few long strides. He swung her struggling onto the ground and dragged her back behind the fence. She scrambled up and drummed her fists ineffectually against his chest. With a piece of the torn sheet he tied her arms behind her back, then pushed her to the ground.

    "What you gonna do with me?" she listlessly asked. Her spirit seemed finally broken.

    "Got any ideas?"

    "You goin' to kill me?"

    Sloane appeared deeply hurt.

    "Now do I look like the kinda guy would kill a woman?"

    She studied his face.

    "No," she decided.

    "You're right," said Sloane, looking towards the bullet-smashed fence. "I'm gonna let your boy friend have that pleasure."

    She followed his gaze. Fear followed understanding. "No," she said. "Dear God, no!"

    On her knees, she lurched forward, pressing herself against him in desperation, begging. "I'll do anythin' you want… anything!.. but don't kill me, please!"

    Sloane regarded her dispassionately. She was rubbing against him like a dog needing attention. He pushed her away. She sprawled onto her back, black silk legs apart.

    Those legs… He remembered the twitch of youthful lust he'd felt when he'd first seen her all those years before, guilty lust, dark-shaded by the blood and fire of that never-to-be-forgotten day.

    "Anythin' you want," she promised. "Anyway you want it!"

    Sloane dropped his hand into his pocket and came out with the knife.

    She fell silent, watching the blade like it was the poison head of a snake closing toward her. But no snake ever moved toward its victim with such painful torturing slowness as the knife held by Sloane.

    She retreated along the ground, pushing herself away from him with her legs. A frantic futile effort. Stepping forward, Sloane brought a boot down on a trailing streak of red hair, pinning her to the ground. Bending his other leg, he knelt beside her.

    In trembling silence Scarlett watched the knife moving up her leg, slitting through the stocking, leaving a thin red trail. When he reached the top of her leg, Sloane slipped the blade under her costume at the thigh. Scarlett sucked air.

    Sloane jerked the knife toward him, ripping the flimsy material. Slicing through the costume, he worked the knife up her shuddering body, between the heaving swell of her breasts and out at the neck. He tugged the blade free and the costume fell open. It peeled off easily.

    Sloane said, "Seeing as how we have a couple of hours to kill…"

    Fish raised his Winchester toward the fence.

    At that range the playing cards nailed to the fence were faceless white spots. He selected one and centered his sights on it. He fired rapidly, the explosions sounding crisp in the morning silence.

    After reloading he once more raised the rifle to his shoulder and peered down the barrel. His aim wavered then dropped.

    The target was gone.

    There was no way a target could disappear, he thought, staring out towards the fence. Unless someone took it down. And there was no one in sight…

    Rifle ready, Fish advanced toward the fence.

    There was no sign of the missing target on the ground.

    Then he noticed the blood seeping under the fence in spiky red streams. He walked round to the other side.

    There were two bodies sprawled on the bloodied soil but it was Scarlett's that he ran toward. She was naked, her legs pulled back beneath her, ankles tied to her wrists. At first he thought her red hair was hanging wetly across her face. But it wasn't hair.

    She stared at him with one empty eye. The other was part of a raw hole gaping in her face.

    "Christ!" Fish emptied his stomach onto the ground.

    "Good shootin'," a voice behind congratulated him.

    Fish whirled round.

    Facing him was an unshaven man in a dirty white suit stained with blood. In one hand the stranger held the ace of hearts. A cluster of holes had punched out the center of the card.

    "Bull's eye!" said Sloane.

    "You dirty bastard!" Fish screamed, bringing up the rifle to fire.

    He didn't even see Sloane's foot rise, just felt its impact when it hit the rifle, knocking him sprawling onto his back.

    Struggling up, he stared at the rifle in his hands. He couldn't believe it. The barrel was twisted out of shape, hung loosely from the splintered stock.

    But Sloane was moving in. Gripping the rifle by its barrel, Fish swung it at him with skull-shattering force. He hit nothing. Sloane leapt into the air over the rifle, his feet smashing down into Fish's face.

    Rolling in the dirt, Fish thought he'd picked up a mouthful of stones. He spat them out. Then, as pain drilled his head, he felt the jagged strangeness of his broken teeth. Scrambling to his feet, lurching toward the house, Fish wanted to scream the agony from his body. But his swollen lips were numb, his mouth filled with choking blood. A hand landed on his shoulder, spun him round.

    Sloane studied the swaying man's ruined mouth. A slight gratified smile crossed his lips.

    His next punch broke the gunman's nose.

    Through a flaming red curtain of pain, Fish saw Sloane's hand rushing toward him again, two fingers hooking for his eyes. With a desperate surge of strength he raised the useless rifle to block the thrust.

    Seizing the rifle, Sloane swung Fish round, yanking the barrel tight against his throat. Sloane pulled the rifle back. Fish pawed weakly at the gun as Sloane's knee thrust into his spine. Sloane hauled back more. Legs pumping, Fish's body arched.

    When there was no longer any point in applying pressure, Sloane let the limp body drop to the ground beside Scarlett.

    * * *

    A silent group gathered round the three bodies lying behind the bullet-holed fence.

    Carmello stooped to pick up a lump of twisted metal and splintered wood, the remains of Fish's Winchester. He turned it over in his hands, imagining the force of violence that could mutilate metal as easily as a man.

    "He's pickin' us off real easy," he said. "One by one — like shootin' fish in a barrel."

    Dropping the rifle, he raised his eyes, scanning empty plain and hills for movement. "Prob'ly watchin' us right now…"

    The cluster of Mexican hands glanced uneasily about.

    "If he shows his face," Khan growled, "I'll rip it right off!"

    The clown laughed contemptuously. "Oh, no. He's too clever for that — too clever an' too fast. We need someone can match his speed… maybe's even faster!" He looked thoughtfully at the big Mongolian.

    "Them yeller-skinned friends of your'n… they still workin' for the railroad?"

    Khan grunted a sound that meant "yes."

    Mischief gleamed bright in the clown's eyes. "Funny," he said, "but all of a sudden I got a hankerin' for some of that chop suey…"

    * * *

    Appreciatively, Carmello watched the dozen Chinese assembled before him displaying their fighting talents, arms flailing and striking, kicking and leaping in an elaborate dance of violence.

    With brutal suddenness, one of the men reeled back and pitched unconscious to the ground, felled by a blow to the temple from one of Fang's boo-how-doy swivel-jointed arms. Fang yelled harshly in Chinese, clapping his hands. Immediately the rest of the yellow men stopped fighting and fell grinning into relaxed stances.

    Their stocky leader walked up to Carmello and kowtowed with eager servility.

    "Fang," the clown announced, "Tell 'em I'll give five thousand dollars to the man who kills Sloane and a hundred to every man that tries."

    Fang bowed again, even more respectfully this time. He turned back to his men and passed on details of the offer in rapid Cantonese.

    The Chinese pressed forward around Carmello, hands outstretched, noisily keen to accept the deal. Carmello paid each man from a fat roll of bills.

    When the bounty money had been distributed, he noticed one of the Chinese, a proud-looking youth who'd watched the transaction with grim interest, hanging back.

    "What's your problem?" the clown asked. "Don't you want to make yerself some easy money?"

    "I do not kill for money," Ching Lei answered with cool distaste.
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    Sloane was sitting up in bed flicking shooting stars at the disapproving features of Uylsses S. Grant on the opposite wall when Kathie entered the room. He slid innocently deeper into the bed.

    "Breakfast is served," she announced, setting a loaded tray down beside the bed.

    "And there's a letter for you."

    Sloane looked up, surprised.

    "Here…"

    She handed him an envelope. He ripped it open and pulled out the letter. The message was brief. It read:

    
     Let's talk. This morning at the old Johnson corral.

    

    There was no signature, just a clumsy sketch of a clown's face.

    Sloane crumpled the letter in his fist. Forgetting breakfast, he threw off the blankets and dragged himself from the bed. In two eye-blinks Kathie's surprise became spirited anger.

    "You get back in there this instant," she ordered.

    "No," said Sloane.

    He pulled his clothes from a chair, fingering the bullet hole in the back of his jacket. There wasn't much white left in his white suit.

    Exasperated, Kathie watched him dress.

    "And just where do you think you're going in your condition?"

    "Out," he said, pulling on his hat. "For some strenuous exercise."

    * * *

    The moment Sloane appeared in the doorway of the theater, the lookout turned and ran, dodging sidewalk loungers as he raced down the street. Turning off, he hurried down a narrow alley, passing under the gaze of two Chinese on the roof above.

    At the end of the alley, by the disused corral, Fang and his men were waiting. Fang gripped a double-headed hatchet. Others carried long-bladed knives.

    "He comes!" the lookout breathlessly warned.

    Fang gestured with his hatchet.

    "Get ready!" he barked.

    The Chinese scattered toward their hiding places. The lookout ran for the cover of a doorway. He cried out in sudden alarm as someone dropped from the roof directly in his path. The cry stopped the running men in their tracks.

    Folding his arms, Ching Lei stared confident defiance at them. Fang stepped toward the intruder, brandishing his hatchet.

    "What do you want here?" he snarled.

    "He belongs to me," Ching Lei coolly announced.

    "We can share the money," said Fang. "There will be plenty for all."

    Ching Lei shook his head. "I don't want the money. I want Sloane."

    Fang evaluated the situation and made a hasty judgment. "You are not a reasonable man," he said and waved his men toward the young Chinaman. "Kill him!"

    The Chinese closed in from all sides, hesitating when Ching Lei snapped into a fighting stance.

    He wheeled to the left as Fang raced screaming toward him, hatchet raised. Ching Lei threw himself to the ground and rolled, whipping Fang's legs from under him. Fang yelped, crashing into the dust, his hatchet flying from his hand.

    Ching Lei rolled onto one knee, saw a foot hurtling for his face. One-handed, he turned aside the blow, his other hand shooting out to grasp the man's ankle. Hauling him off-balance, he tossed the attacker to the ground.

    A foot smashed into Ching Lei's back as he rose, sent him staggering into a flurry of punches from another of the Chinese. He danced out of range, returning as quickly with a low sidekick. His victim fell to the ground clutching a shattered kneecap.

    Ching Lei turned, reacting to a cry from behind. But he had no time to avert the flying kick that smashed into him. Another jolt to his ribs as he fell against the corral railings. Clutching the top railing for support, he swung round to face his attackers.

    Fang was bearing down on him, face twisted with rage, apelike arms raised to chop at his neck. The hands clubbed down with bone-shattering force.

    To Fang's surprise, it was not Ching Lei's neck that snapped but the top rail of the corral fence. Ching Lei bobbed up beside him, chopping at the back of Fang's neck. Fang, pole-axed, was unconscious before he hit the ground, rails snapping beneath him.

    Like a trapped tiger, Ching Lei faced the rest of his attackers. A knife sliced toward his throat… Ching Lei sidestepped, grabbed his assailant's wrist and, twisting, brought the man's knife slashing across his own stomach. Hugging his guts, the knifeman crumpled, the sand reddening beneath him.

    From all sides, the others bore down on Ching Lei…

    * * *

    Sloane hurried down the narrow alley, his pace quickened by the fighting sounds from up ahead. Even as he caught sight of the corral with its scramble of twisting and lunging men, someone dropped from the roof, landing close by on his right. He stepped back fast — almost colliding with the man dropping on his left. Both men raised hatchets toward him.

    Sloane threw himself into the space between the two Chinese, twisting his body. The scissors-kick thrust a foot into each man's face. The man with the ruined eye uttered a chilling scream.

    More Chinese rushed at him. Cat-fast, Sloane moved among them, wheeling and parrying, choosing victims and striking. To him his attackers were no longer individuals but obstacles in his path to be speedily disposed of.

    A fist streaked toward him. His hand chopped down. There was a crack of breaking bone, a scream. The toe of his boot hacked into a soft groin. A sweeping kick slammed a pair of legs off the ground.

    Sloane recognized the hard pressed young Chinaman at the center of a storm of feet and fists. His fist lashed out, he butted a Chinese stomach and then he was through them, breaking into a run when he saw a knife curving above Ching Lei's head…

    The knife spun from a pain-flexed hand as Sloane's snapkick crunched into the owner. Ching Lei whirled round, looked into the face of the man who'd just saved his life.

    "This is a helluva long way to come for my dirty laundry!" said Sloane.

    Then there was no more time for words, only fighting as back to back they faced the tightening circle of attackers.

    Sloane had no way of knowing how many punches and kicks he landed against yellow bodies, how many bones he had broken or faces he had uglied. He was a machine that hacked and thrust, maimed and killed.

    When there was nothing left to hit, no further flesh and bone targets to destroy, he switched off the machine and once more became a man. He watched the surviving Chinese race away up the alley.

    "Look at them go! Reckon they found a chink in their armor."

    Smiling, he turned to his partner in combat, ready to shake hands. And was rewarded for his pains by a fist in the face.

    He staggered back, more surprised than hurt. Ching Lei moved after him, swinging a roundhouse kick. Sloane stepped inside it, battered the ungrateful Chinaman's solar plexus with three fast punches before the kick got anywhere near landing. Ching Lei found himself falling.

    He rolled to the shattered corral fence. When he sprang to his feet, he was clutching a length of broken rail. With a despairing shake of his head, Sloane watched him rush forward, swinging the rail.

    Fingers tensed iron hard, Sloane's hand shot out to meet the swing.

    Ching Lei stared in amazement at the rail in his hand, suddenly shorter by a foot. He saw Sloane standing motionless, waiting for his next move with that insufferable calm that made his blood boil.

    He moved again, thrusting the jagged end of the rail toward Sloane's face. Sloane swayed back out of range, then his hand flashed out and Ching Lei found himself holding two small useless sticks.

    Sloane ducked the splintered railing, dodged a high kick. He moved in, fists windmilling. Ching Lei didn't see the punches but he sure felt them. They pounded his face and body like bullets from a gatling gun and very soon he couldn't feel anything at all.

    Sloane caught the Chinaman when he slumped against him and lifted the dead weight onto his shoulder. He carried him over to a water trough, full of slimy water, green and stagnant. Sloane heaved him in, jumping back out of reach of the exploding water. Ching Lei fitted into the trough like a man in a coffin.

    With a sense of satisfaction, Sloane headed back for the Alhambra.

    Ching Lei flopped over the side of the trough, spewing out a mouthful of the foul smelling water.

    * * *

    The clown pulled a bright colored egg from out of Sebastian's ear. Pepe and his little sister Conchita shrieked with delight. The clown smiled. Life was good when children laughed.

    Fang had nothing to smile about. Head bowed by failure, he watched the clown amusing the ragged, copper colored children. Behind Fang, on either side of him, stood Kurt and the big Mongolian. Uncomfortably, Fang wondered if they were guards.

    "This Sloane is not human," Fang explained miserably. "He fights like… like ten dragons!"

    "Dragons, eh," commented the clown without giving the Chinaman a look. The laughing children held his attention.

    "There ain't no such things as dragons," he said distantly. "You know why?"

    He did not wait for Fang's answer.

    "These kids know… they'll tell you. It's because people are smarter than dragons. They found ways of killin' off all them nasty dragons."

    He paused to pluck an egg from Pepe's nose. The children collapsed into helpless giggles.

    Carmello stood balancing the egg on his palm.

    "And that's what we're gonna do with the troublesome Mr. Sloane," he promised. "We're gonna be smarter than him. First, we'll get him out here, in the open, where he's just a man."

    "What are you planning to do?" Kurt asked. "Invite him to dinner?"

    The smile that accompanied the acrobat's challenge withered under Carmello's cold gaze.

    "He'll come," said the clown assuredly. "When we got somethin' he wants, somethin' he wants real bad…"

    "And then?" Khan asked. That was the part he was looking forward to, when they'd got Sloane, preferably alive.

    Carmello looked at the egg on his hand. His fingers closed round it, tightened… a yellow mess oozed from his fist, dripped onto the ground. "Then," smiled the clown, "we'll crush the dragon."

    * * *

    Jenny waited anxiously for Kathie to pass judgment on her new costume designs for the chorus girls. Kathie looked the designs over in silence, then handed them back.

    "They're beautiful," she said. "Just what we need."

    Jenny smiled her relief. "I'll get to work on them as soon as I can buy the material."

    "Come down to the office," Kathie suggested, "and I'll give you the money right now."

    "Fine."

    Jenny followed her out of the wardrobe room and together they walked along the corridor to Lemuel Prescott's office.

    Kathie was in a thoughtful mood, the Chinese girl realized.

    "Jenny, can I ask you something serious?"

    "Maybe," said Jenny softly.

    "Have you ever been in love?"

    Kathie felt foolish asking and quickly added, "I mean, really in love…"

    Jenny's expression deepened. "I thought so once," she said. "But now I know it wasn't love at all." She turned to Kathie. "How about you?"

    Kathie paused uncertainly by the office door. "I'm not sure," she said, opening the door.

    As she stepped inside, a hand smothered her mouth and she was seized in a powerful grip.

    Before Jenny could scream, she too was silenced and roughly overpowered.

    The shades of the windows had been pulled down and the office was in semidarkness.

    Twirling an ornate black cane, Carmello emerged from the shadows to examine the two girls held by Fang and the brutish Mongolian.

    "Good afternoon, ladies," he welcomed.

    * * *

    Sloane dropped some coins on the bar top and strolled out of Black Jack's saloon. He crossed the street and, entering the Alhambra, headed backstage.

    * * *

    Carmello wound a gag round Kathie's mouth, knotting it tight. He moved past her toward Jenny to give her the same treatment.

    Fang's eyes were drawn to the pretty Chinese girl struggling in Khan's arms. She looked familiar and he wondered where he'd seen her before. Then he remembered.

    "That's Ching Lei's woman!" he blurted.

    Carmello turned to him.

    "Who is Ching Lei?" he asked.

    "Him who helps Sloane…"

    Khan looked anxiously to the clown for his instructions. Carmello moved nearer to the girl. He touched her chin with the tip of his cane, raising her face to his. He studied her, smiling in a way so she could see the teeth in the back of his head.

    Jenny shivered.

    * * *

    A soft footstep behind Sloane alerted him he was no longer alone as he crossed the silent theater. He wheeled round.

    Ching Lei was crouched, ready to attack.

    Sloane shook his head wearily. "You know, you're beginning to get on my nerves," he said.

    Screaming defiance, Ching Lei charged.

    * * *

    The violent sounds in the theater brought Lemuel Prescott hurrying down the stairs to investigate. He moved briskly along the passage toward the auditorium. As he passed his office, he heard a noise from inside, a noise like someone stumbling and falling. He paused, listening.

    "Kathie?"

    No answer.

    He walked over to the door and opened it.

    Khan yanked him inside, slammed him against the wall.

    "Shut your mouth!" Khan warned before he could open it.

    In the murky light Prescott saw Jenny lying on the floor, head crazily tilted, blood rushing from her nose, eyes blank. He saw his. daughter, gagged, weeping. His florid face grew redder still.

    "You murderin' swine!"

    He rushed at Khan, punched the big man in the stomach, throwing all his weight into the blow.

    Khan laughed, amused by the smaller man's weak efforts. Then, like a man swatting aside a fly, he slapped Prescott across the room. Prescott collapsed against a wall. The impact winded him. Breathing hard, he struggled to his feet and launched himself once more at the Mongolian, arms outstretched.

    As he passed, Carmello wrapped an arm round his neck, shoving his swordstick deep into the fleshy part of the Irishman's back. Blood bubbled up Prescott's throat and overflowed onto his shirt.

    Kathie watched her father die. The gag muffled her screams.

    Sloane managed to turn Ching Lei's flying kick aside, taking the impact on his shoulder rather than his chest. But the impact was sufficient to knock him off balance, making him easy prey to the flashing roundhouse kick that followed. He hurtled into one of the theater seats, collapsed it.

    The hot-headed Chinaman was learning fast, he thought. Now he was going to show him this senseless fighting was the hard way to learn, hard as Sloane's own knuckles.

    Sloane rolled out from under the stomp Ching Lei tried to grind into his face. Ching Lei pushed his foot through the wooden seat of the chair. By the time he had shaken his foot free of the shattered framework, Sloane was on his feet and waiting.

    Ching Lei rushed at him, found his kick blocked by Sloane's leg before it could gather strength. His follow-up punch was flicked aside with a bon-sau. Sloane's return punch dented his ribs; a second punch brought him to his knees; a snapkick laid him flat.

    Hand clamped to bruised jaw, Ching Lei rose undeterred. Hooking his fingers into claws, he took up a tiger stance.

    Watching him advance, Sloane expected him to switch suddenly to a kick as he had done before. Instead, the Chinaman tiger-slashed for his eyes. He blocked the raking claws, found his own counterblow clawed aside in turn. A heel-of-the-hand blow caught him under the jaw. He gave ground, retreating before a flurry of punches.

    Against his back, Sloane felt the stage blocking further retreat. Gripping the stage, he jackknifed his body upwards, twisting both feet into Ching Lei's stomach.

    The Chinaman hurtled back, barreling through chairs. One hand closed on a broken chair leg. He hurled it at Sloane as he advanced again toward the stage.

    Sloane effortlessly avoided the chair leg and the entire chair that followed it. Next to arrive on the stage was Ching Lei himself.

    The two men silently faced each other, boards creaking beneath their feet as they shifted from stance to stance.

    Throwing himself suddenly forward, the young Chinaman cartwheeled, snapping first one foot, then another into Sloane's face.

    Sloane reeled, hurtling toward the painted backdrop behind. Canvas ripped and wood splintered as he crashed through and landed backstage.

    On his back, he saw the Chinaman hack through the backdrop, tearing it aside in his eagerness to follow up his advantage. He stood over Sloane, his expression one of triumph… triumph that turned to shock when both Sloane's feet thudded into his belly. He careened back into a wall, bursting through the door of Lemuel Prescott's office.

    Ching Lei sprawled on the floor of the darkened office. Sloane sprang in after him, fists ready to knock him down again.

    A curious expression on his face, Ching Lei scrambled up. Suddenly he seemed less interested in Sloane than in his own hands.

    They were slippery with blood.

    He looked down, uttering a wail of despair when he discovered the Chinese girl's broken body.

    "Jenny!"

    He fell to her side, repeating her name over and over. He shook her when she didn't answer. Her head swiveled on a broken neck. He crushed her to him in his arms and wept.

    Sloane was kneeling beside Prescott. Despite heavy loss of blood, the Irishman still struggled for life. Sloane raised his head, loosened his collar. With difficulty, the dying man spoke:

    "The clown… took Kathie…" A bitter smile tortured his face. "Funny… he used to… make me laugh… very funny…"

    He choked on a hollow laugh. His head fell back against Sloane, death veiling his eyes. Sloane closed the dead eyes with his fingertips, gently lowered the body to the floor. He stood, his face hard as metal.

    Ching Lei felt numb with grief and anger. Cradling Jenny's corpse, he looked questioningly up at Sloane. He wanted an easy explanation, Sloane realized, something that would make sense out of a young girl's death. Sloane had no such explanation to give him.

    Sloane took a bottle from the desk and poured two glasses of whiskey. One he pushed across to Ching Lei. The Chinaman rose to his feet, one hand gripping the desk. The two men looked into each other's face. They had hardly ever spoken, yet at that moment they knew each other better than most men can ever hope to know a friend.

    His eyes on Sloane, Ching Lei raised his glass to his lips.

    Together they drank.

    "Let's go," said Sloane.

    Side by side, their eyes full of death, Sloane and Ching Lei rode with cold grim purpose toward the Big Top ranch.
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    The clown was waiting and he wasn't alone.

    Outside the adobe ranch house, an army of men was gathered. Khan was there and so were Fang and his Chinese boxers. There were the Mexicans, ranch hands armed with machetes, stilettos and bladed farm tools. There were gunslingers, bounty hunters, bar flies and drifters — anyone who could fire a gun or use a knife or throw a dirty punch and thought five thousand dollars was worth killing a man for. Some were eager, some silent, and some nervously cracked jokes. Gripping their weapons, they watched the empty plain. They waited.

    Up on the barn roof a lookout was posted, ready to signal the approach of horsemen. He shook his head when Carmello looked up for a report… nothing yet.

    Carmello swung round and, like a general inspecting his troops, walked the length of his men, smiling at them, encouraging them. It made him feel good to see so many ruthless faces. Good and secure.

    Further down the line, one of the gunmen was explaining the workings of his rifle to Pepe, Sebastian and Conchita. Stern faced, Carmello bore down on the three children.

    "Didn't I tell you kids to stay-in that barn!" he scolded. "Get back in there and don't you dare come out until I tell you to."

    The kids scooted back into the barn. Carmello closed the door behind them. Soon Sloane would be dead, he thought, and it would be safe for the children to play again.

    "Two riders… comin' this way!"

    The lookout's warning lifted heads, raised rifles to shoulders.

    "Get ready!" yelled Carmello, hurrying out of the line of fire. Shielding his eyes, he watched a distant cloud of dust separate into two horsemen. It was not difficult to recognize Sloane in his white suit.

    Whoever Sloane was, he must be crazy to come riding in like this, the clown decided. Crazy but considerate. He waited until the two riders made nice fat targets; then…

    "Fire!"

    The rifles thundered.

    Both riders jerked as though pummelled by giant invisible fists. They slumped in the saddle, raising a cheer from Carmello's army.

    The killers laughed, slapped each other on the back, threw down their rifles. Many of them had scratched their mark onto their bullets so they could claim the blood money for themselves.

    Watching the horses gallop nearer with their limp burdens, Carmello felt relief mingled with disappointment. He d expected Sloane to put up a better fight, provide a better show. Somehow he felt almost cheated.

    Several men ran forward to grab at the horses' trailing reins. The horses reared and bucked, spilling their lifeless riders. Carmello's complacent grin was ripped from his face by the sight of the straw-bleeding dummies lying in the dust.

    The cheers and laughter died. In the silence the sudden scream was eerie.

    Carmello whirled round to see the lookout break on the ground, kicked off the roof by Sloane. Sloane leapt down among the panicking army, snapping a rifleman's spine with his foot before he touched ground. Ching Lei dropped onto another's back, disposing of him with a swift neck wrench.

    Springing to his feet, Sloane threw three shooting stars in quick succession. One of the gunmen shrieked, his eye pierced by a metal point. Another tore a star from his neck, releasing a fierce spray of blood.

    Like a human tidal wave, Sloane and Ching Lei smashed through the ranks of suddenly frightened men. Several gunmen opened fire at them, shooting into the tight packed confusion of bodies. If someone else got in the way, too bad. One less person to share the bounty money with.

    Sloane threw himself forward, rolling beneath the angry hum of bullets. Near him, a Mexican screamed, throwing up his arms, blood fountaining from a hole torn from his side. Sloane rolled upright, threw his last shooting star at the nearest rifleman. He had no time to see if his aim was true — to keep moving was to keep alive. But a shrill, satisfying howl followed the throw.

    A knife jabbed at his face. Sloane caught the hand that held it, glimpsed for an instant the fear that filled the sweating face of its Mexican owner. Then there was a snapping like dry timber as Sloane's free hand broke the man's arm. Yanking the knife from limp fingers, he hurled it into the solid rank of attacking men, then went down, rolling to whisk a Chinaman off his feet. A bullet smacked the ground inches from his head. He kept on rolling.

    Ching Lei zigzagged when he saw a pair of riflemen aim at him and fire. Behind, another Chinese jerked off his feet, brains bursting in a red halo.

    "Tsk, tsk, that's the trouble with these chinks," the killer joked. "They all look the same so you gotta kill 'em all to hit the right one."

    It was the last joke he ever made because the next instant, Ching Lei's flying kick just about took his head off his shoulders.

    Sloane's foot smashed into the chest of an anonymous enemy. The gasping man went down, a broken rib puncturing his lung. Sloane hauled him to his feet, pushing him in front as he advanced on a group of men with blazing guns. Bullets ploughed into his human shield. Sloane picked up the bleeding man and slung him at the gunmen, scattering them. Feet first, he followed, a skull collapsing beneath his weight. Another gunman felt the weight of Sloane's boot in his crotch. A third choked on blood and teeth when a fist filled his mouth.

    More bullets whined overhead as Sloane ducked a swinging rifle butt. When he sprang up, one hand tiger-swiped the rifleman's face, the, other flung dust into the eyes of the two men with smoking pistols. Shoving aside the blinded rifleman, Sloane closed in to finish off the pistoleros.

    Ching Lei swayed back to avoid the hack of a machete and felt a knife slash across his back — an instant before his elbow knocked the knifeman's adam's apple out the back of his neck. There was no time to stop and lick his wounds. He chopped the Mexican lunging at him, pried the machete from twitching fingers, then swung the weapon round in a wide head-splitting arc.

    Releasing his hold on a now limp body, Sloane caught sight of a man with bright burning eyes retreating toward the ranch house, peering anxiously over his shoulder. Sloane had noticed the man issuing orders, taking the part of a leader. Suddenly, he had no doubt that this unimpressive-looking individual was the clown he was seeking to kill.

    He moved to follow Carmello but a curtain of men closed between him and the escaping killer. They were mainly Mexicans and Chinese, bristling with knives, machetes and hatchets. Nothing could stop Sloane now that he had glimpsed his prey. He tore into the men, a ravaging wolf amongst disheartened sheep.

    One of the Chinese rushed him, aiming a high kick at his head. Sloane split the man's groin with a single chop. When he turned from the writhing man, he found himself looking down the barrel of a Colt. Grinning, the gunman thumbed back the hammer, finger squeezing the trigger. The shot blasted wild. Still grinning, the gunman toppled forward, a machete sunk between his shoulders. Sloane found time to grip Ching Lei's arm in a grateful gesture. For a brief moment, they were blood brothers — the blood belonging to their enemies. Then such sentiments as friendship were swept aside and both men got down to the serious business of killing.

    From the veranda, Carmello watched the stranger called Sloane rip through his men like a threshing machine through wheatfields. Even as he looked, Sloane kicked the legs from under a charging Mexican, spun him into the air. Sloane's knee rose to meet the falling man, crunching into his kidneys. That left only four men between him and Sloane. The rest had their hands full with that maniac Chinaman.

    Sloane's hands snaked out, his foot leapt up, and then there were two men left between him and the clown. He walked lightly toward the two Mexicans. They looked like they'd prefer to be unarmed in a corrida facing the meanest of bulls rather than Sloane at that very moment. As if the same brain ruled both their bodies, the two men turned and fled.

    Sloane walked on toward the man on the veranda. He resisted the desire to run forward. In a moment he would be face to face with the man who had butchered his parents. It was a moment he had dreamt of for eight years. He wanted to enjoy it. He wanted it to last.

    Carmello awaited him patiently. He did not seem unduly disturbed by the specter of death walking steadily toward him over the bodies of his men. He waited until Sloane had halved the distance between them, then he opened wide the door and stepped back.

    Springing head over heels, Kurt vaulted out of the doorway. Then, like a cannonball, he rolled straight at Sloane, the other five acrobats following behind.

    Sloane barely had time to leap over Kurt. He landed in the path of the second acrobat. As he jumped aside, a foot lashed against his leg, slowing him, staggering him. The third acrobat butted into him, full force.

    Quick as monkeys, the acrobats were on their feet before Sloane hit the ground. They moved quickly without speaking, their actions smoothed by practice. Kurt cupped his hands together, palms upward. He motioned to one of his troupe. The acrobat raced toward Kurt and somersaulted, landing one foot on Kurt's linked hands. Kurt jerked up, heaving the man high into the air.

    The acrobat performed a midair back flip, then plunged downward, feet together pointing at Sloane.

    Flat on his back, winded, Sloane saw the acrobat plummeting toward him. His brain raced, seemed to leave his body behind. He managed to roll clear. The acrobat's feet pounded the dust, inches from their target.

    Already Kurt had launched another human missile at Sloane. The second acrobat cartwheeled through space, then dropped, one foot aiming for Sloane's face.

    Sloane's hands moved with serpent speed. He caught the descending foot in both hands, grunting with effort. He twisted the foot, off-balancing the acrobat into his approaching companions. He barged into three of them, knocking them together. Before they could disentangle themselves, Sloane was upon them.

    From the rear of his men, Fang urged them toward Ching Lei. He wanted to claim the bounty money on Sloane but against Ching Lei he nursed a personal grudge that he wanted satisfied. Watching the young Chinaman slapping down his men he knew he was witnessing a master in action, a master whose skill he could not hope to defeat in face-to-face combat. But Fang knew there were surer methods than skill to kill a man.

    Despite the three wounds sapping his strength, Ching Lei was managing to hold his own against the circle of attackers. Almost a score of bodies littered the ground as testimonial to his martial artistry. But for every man he smashed down, another appeared behind.

    Two men charged him from either side as Fang had instructed. Ching Lei stepped back, guiding their heads together. They met with a brain-rattling crack at the same moment that a third carried out Fang's order to attack from the rear. Ching Lei greeted him with the heel of his foot, glancing over his shoulder at the pain-stricken man — as Fang expected him to. At the instant Ching Lei's head was turned, he sprang forward, striking with his hatchet.

    The hatchet bit deep. Ching Lei whirled, a startled expression on his face. He lunged at Fang, then clawed the air, reaching for the hatchet buried in his skull.

    He pitched onto his face and lay still.

    Hearing the cheers and laughter from behind, Sloane turned, dragging an acrobat with him. The man's neck snapped in his hands. He pushed aside the soulless body and ran over to Ching Lei. One glance told him the hotheaded Chinaman was dead. He'd made a better friend than enemy and that was how Sloane would remember him.

    His expression coldly savage, Sloane faced the remaining killers. Panic spread among them, followed swiftly by death as Sloane advanced. He cut mercilessly through them, feeling no more regret for the men he broke and killed than for the poles he had once shattered for practice.

    Before him, Fang backed off, his hatchet gripped in a trembling hand.

    In three bounds, Sloane closed the distance between them.

    "Sloane!"

    There was an assurance in the voice that made Sloane pause. Following its direction, he saw Carmello standing on the veranda of the ranch house. Beside him, a frightened prisoner in Khan's iron grip, was Kathie. Carmello held a pistol to her head.

    "I suggest you give yourself up, Mr. Sloane," he said. "If not…"

    Carmello meaningfully thumbed back the hammer of the.44 pistol.

    Sloane had come a long way, been through hell to get the clown, but he couldn't stand and watch Kathie die on his account. He let his arms fall limply to his side.

    "Very wise," Carmello called out, lowering the gun. The survivors of his army closed in on Sloane. Apart from the clown and Khan, only eight men remained.

    Fang raised his hatchet to finish Sloane.

    "No!" yelled Carmello. "I want him alive… I want him to talk!"

    Sloane did not resist when he was shoved and prodded over to the corral. Kurt and another of the acrobats tied his arms to the top rail of the corral fence. He hung there, arms spread, like a man crucified.

    Fang spat in his face. Kurt kicked him in the groin. Sloane clenched his teeth. He did not give the German the satisfaction of hearing him voice his pain.

    Pushing Kathie before them, Carmello and Khan walked up. Carmello stood before Sloane. They sized each other up. Sloane could hardly believe that this small, ordinary-looking man was the face behind the nightmare mask of the clown. To Carmello, Sloane seemed less like a man than a cornered beast.

    "Looks a pretty tame dragon now, don't he?"

    Carmello's taunt raised bitter laughter. He moved closer to Sloane. From the tone of his voice, he might have been addressing an old and honored friend.

    "You know, the one thing that bothers me, Mr. Sloane… the question that's burnin' me up inside is why?"

    Sloane stared into the distance as if he had not heard. Smiling patiently, Carmello slapped him hard across the face.

    "Why?"

    Sloane slowly inclined his head to face the clown. His silent, even gaze expressed his contempt better than any spoken insult.

    Carmello avoided the burning eyes. He began to pace in front of his pursuer, thinking hard, thinking back.

    "I do believe I recall another Sloane," he said, as much to himself as to anyone present. "Yes, a little homesteader and his pretty wife…"

    He rounded on Sloane. "Is that it?" Carmello demanded. "Is that why you're here — are you kin of theirs… Tell me!"

    Sloane kept his silence.

    Carmello backhanded him harder.

    "Who are you?"

    Carmello screamed the words at him.

    Sloane spat blood from a split lip. Steely-eyed, he looked at Carmello as if, in the whole world, only the two of them existed.

    "The one what's gonna kill you," he breathed.

    Carmello backed away, his face hot. It was the confidence with which the words had been spoken that riled him most. As if the man really believed what he said. As if he'd been talking facts.

    I'm gonna pain you, Sloane," he said. "Not your body… not yet. Most like you can take that. No, I'm gonna pain you where it hurts most — up here!"

    Carmello tapped his skull. He turned to Kathie, nodded to the brutish Mongolian behind her. "Khan, she's yours."

    With a slobbering grin, Khan circled his big hands round her neck. He began to choke her.

    "No!" Kathie cried, "please, no!"

    "Let her go," said Sloane.

    Carmello laughed. "I'm the ringmaster round here, Sloane… I crack the whip and I say what goes!"

    "Let her go," Sloane warned in the same bleak voice.

    "You pay attention, Sloane. You watch careful, because you're next!"

    Khan slowly tightened the pressure on the girl's throat. It seemed to give him immense pleasure. Kathie's eyes appealed to Sloane for help. She retched…

    Sloane watched her slowly die, his entire body quivering with emotion. He strained against the ropes binding him to the corral fence, pulling on them, trying to snap them. The rope scorched into his skin.

    Kathie's life was ebbing fast. Desperately, she stared at Sloane, trying to tell him things with her eyes, things that might have been. She made noises in her throat, unpleasant thick-tongued noises.

    Veins pulsed on Sloane's forehead. His muscles trembled with effort. But the ropes held.

    Kathie's young girl prettiness was squeezed out of her face. It became bloodless, bluish… Her tongue pushed from her mouth.

    "Kathie!"

    Her legs sagged beneath her. The life in her eyes flickered and died.

    Khan dropped the limp body like a sack of garbage. He wiped his hands together, showing satisfaction at a job well done.

    A gut-rending cry of pain tore itself from Sloane's lips. At the same time there was an explosive crack as he wrenched the railing to which he was tied from the fence.

    Arms outstretched, like a mad-eyed scarecrow come to sudden angry life, Sloane charged at the surprised Mongolian.

    Hatchet poised to strike, Fang rushed forward to intercept him. Sloane swerved, aiming the end of the broken rail at the onrushing Chinaman. The jagged wood ripped deep into his throat. Blood showered Sloane. He jerked the pole loose and Fang collapsed, gurgling his last liquid breaths.

    Carmello scurried back.

    "Get him, kill him!" he ordered from a safer distance.

    The remaining killers converged on Sloane. He whirled like a Navajo medicine man, his wooden claws swiping the face off a gun-pointing cowboy. Swerving, he struck again, gouging soft flesh from a Mexican, unmanning his victim.

    An acrobat leapt for his back. Sloane dipped his head, raising one end of the rail. The jagged tip skewered the flailing acrobat, tearing through skin and entrails.

    Sloane pitched the shrieking man to the ground, spinning round as Khan lumbered toward him, huge hands lifted to grip and crush. Khan ducked, the pole whistling over his head. But Sloane continued his spin and, as Khan rose, the other end of the rail cracked against his skull. Khan stumbled back, stunned.

    The impact snapped the pole near Sloane's right wrist. Hurriedly, he wormed his hand free of the binding rope. As he struggled to free his other hand, a Mexican raced toward him, aiming a machete. Sloane clubbed the rail against the side of his neck, snapping both. An instant later, his left hand was free.

    Kurt dived at him.

    Sloane slipped under the flying man and gripped his ankles, swinging him at the Chinaman charging forward. Their heads made contact. Blood and brains clouded the air. Sloane hurled Kurt's body at the remaining acrobat, bowling him off his feet. Sloane leapt onto the fallen man, boot stamping into his chest. He felt the rib cage collapse beneath him.

    That left only Khan between him and the clown.

    Sloane turned. Khan was advancing on him in a cautious semicrouch. He flung himself at the big Mongolian with a flying kick, foot smacking into his stomach.

    Sloane hit the ground hard.

    Khan laughed. And moved toward him.

    Springing up, Sloane flashed a swift series of punches at Khan's belly. Again Khan tensed his muscles. His laughter boomed as Sloane's fists bounced off his body. Sloane tried a desperate snapkick. The blow never landed. Khan seized him in midair, flung him like a flour sack over his shoulder.

    Moving with surprising speed, Khan snatched a pitchfork from the ground and ran at Sloane, the points thrust towards him.

    Sloane scrambled back, managed to get to his feet. Dodging and weaving, he gave ground, retreating from the jabbing pitchfork until something at his back told him he could retreat no furthe… the barn wall.

    Khan grinned, a low rumble of amusement rising from his throat. He held the pitchfork low so Sloane could not duck his savage impaling thrust. He charged.

    A tine ripped through Sloane's shirt as he dodged aside, grazing his skin, pinning him to the barn. With a jerk, he tore himself free of the quivering, deep-thrust fork.

    Khan closed on him, arms spread wide like a rearing grizzlie. Sloane's flurry of body punches troubled him no more than mosquito bites. His arms locked round Sloane, hands meeting and clasping behind his back. He lifted him off the ground. He squeezed.

    Sloane's arms were crushed to his sides. Helpless, he struggled in a tightening grip of steel. Air was torn from burning lungs; his chest felt like it was splitting open; red darkness clawed at his brain.

    His thrashing knee found Khan's crotch.

    For a brief moment, the death grip slightly eased. Long enough for Sloane to wrench free his arms. He chopped his hands together with Khan's neck in between. Swinging back his arms, he clapped both palms against the Mongolian's ears, hard as he could.

    Khan bellowed. His hands clamped his ears but there was no way he could reach shattered ear drams. Moaning he fell back against the barn.

    Sloane knew it would only take the giant a few seconds to recover. Then the maddening pain would give him even greater strength, strength to tear Sloane apart like a butterfly. He had to strike now while Khan's muscles were relaxed.

    Sloane closed his eyes for a second, willing all his inner strength to flow from the deepest core of his being into his right fist.

    Khan stopped moaning. His hands groped toward Sloane.

    Sloane's eyes snapped open. With a scream of effort, he buried his fist into Khan's stomach.

    His knuckles struck wood.

    Sloane ripped his fist out of the big man's body. His arm was bloodied to the elbow.

    The look of dull disbelief on Khan's face contracted into the most pain-twisted expression Sloane had ever witnessed. His mouth stretched tight across his teeth, giving him the appearance of a partly fleshed skull. Strings of pink drool hung from his lips. His eyes creased to agonized slits.

    From his ruptured belly, red snakes uncoiled, dripping and steaming toward the blood-splashed soil. Khan looked down at what was happening to him. He made a sound like the whimper of a whipped dog. With both hands, he grabbed at the soggy things bulging from his stomach, lifted them, tried to fit them tenderly back into the gaping red hole in his body. His guts spiraled into his hands, piling up and overflowing.

    He threw back his head and uttered a ghastly drawn out wail, a dying beast howling at the treacherous moon. His eyes rolled upward, becoming opaque. He swayed and fell back against the barn wall. Slowly, he slid down the wall, trailing a broad smear of blood.

    His breath shuddering from his lungs, Sloane looked down at the body of his enemy, at his own blood-caked arm. He thought of the despair Chang Fung would feel if he could see how his teachings had been misused. He had strayed from the center.

    Perhaps too far to ever find his way back again.

    The sound of running feet tore his gaze from the horror of Khan's gutted body. He saw Carmello disappear into the house, slamming the door behind him.

    Sloane moved away from the body. His mission was not yet over.

    Picking his way across the corpse-littered ground, Sloane approached his horse. It had been roaming nervously over the battlefield, made jumpy by the gunfire and a bullet crease down its flank. Catching hold of the reins, Sloane gentled the animal. From the saddle, he unstrapped his rifle case.

    Carrying the case he strode toward the clown's final refuge.
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    Sloane kicked open the ranch house door and darted inside, diving for the floor.

    To his surprise, there was no ambush awaiting him, no blaze of guns. Only a silent, overfurnished room. Picking up the riflecase, he rose to his feet.

    At the far end of the room was a flight of stairs. Moving cautiously, Sloane edged his way toward it.

    Carmello appeared at the top of the stairs.

    He had changed into his clown costume and makeup. He looked exactly as Sloane had first seen him up on the wagon in the desert. Even to the fancy black cane he gripped in one hand.

    "You're a hard man to kill, Mr. Sloane," he said, reproachfully shaking his cane at Sloane like a school-marm's finger.

    They looked at one another, only the stairs between them. With slow deliberation, Sloane started to climb the steps.

    "Hard but not impossible…"

    Carmello pointed the cane at him. Catching sight of the smooth black hole at its tip, Sloane leapt backwards. The Remington cane-gun spat flame and Sloane grunted as the.22 slug burned through him.

    He fell on his back at the bottom of the stairs.

    "I gotta hand it to you," the clown said with admiration. "You sure don't give up life easy."

    Taking a deep breath, Sloane sat up to examine his wound. The bullet had passed straight through the fleshy part of his thigh. It was bloody and it was painful, but it wouldn't kill him. Not unless rot set in.

    Carmello lowered the smoking cane-gun to his side.

    "You know, Sloane, you've given me a lot of entertainment today. It's gonna be a shame to bring down the curtain on your act… a real cryin' shame."

    Sloane looked round for the rifle case. It lay several feet away. To reach it, he would have to crawl.

    "You know, I've been thinkin' 'bout them people called Sloane. I remember now, they had a boy. Reckon he'd be 'bout your age now… if he wasn't dead."

    Carmello studied the wounded man below, watching for a reaction to his words. But Sloane's face betrayed nothing except an eager desire to kill him.

    Sloane rolled over, began to drag himself towards the rifle case.

    "But mostly, I remember the woman," the clown continued. "Of course, I don't remember her face too good — no. But I know she was a fine-lookin' woman. She must've been the way she got Luke and the others all hotted up like that." He chuckled at the memory.

    Sloane had nearly reached the rifle case.

    "She got kind of hotted up herself when we done with her. But I guess you know that. Yeah, that was quite a blaze, I can tell you. I seen a lot of men die, Mr. Sloane, and women too, but I ain't never heard nothin' like them screams. Not before, not since."

    Sloane was opening the rifle case.

    The clown watched him, smiling, ready to step back to the cover of the corridor behind him.

    "You don't think I'm fool 'nough to stand here and let you shoot me, do you?" he grinned.

    From the rifle case, Sloane drew out a sword, a long straight-edged sword, sharp as a razor.

    Carmello laughed.

    "What d'you think you're gonna do with that big old toothpick? Forget it, Sloane… you're a dead man — dead!"

    Sloane climbed painfully to his feet, gripping the sword in a white-knuckled fist.

    "I'm gonna kill you," he promised.

    "Kill me?" the clown scorned. "Why you should get down on them knees of yours and thank me, boy! D'you think you would've turned out the way you are if I hadn't come along? No, you'd be out on some cracker farm somewheres, scratchin' at the dirt like an old hen pickin' for worms!"

    Sloane climbed the stairs toward him.

    "Don't you get it yet?" Carmello yelled at him, "I gave you hate… I gave you strength… I made you, boy!"

    No loss without gain, thought Sloane. He had come far enough to see his hatred with detachment. Perhaps there was truth in what the clown said. Maybe Carmello had just been an instrument of fate to put him on a certain path. If so, he had served his purpose. And now it was done, he was going to die.

    Sloane took another step toward the clown.

    "Alright, Sloane," said the clown. "Try and kill me. Just you come up and try. And we'll see how far you get!"

    Laughing, he turned and retreated down the corridor to his study. Inside, he locked the door and shot home a bolt. He began to breathe easier. He helped himself to a cheroot and lit it.

    In the center of the room, a Gatling gun was set up. Carmello squatted behind the Gatling and settled down to wait. His fingers idly tapped out a tune on the side of the big gun…

    * * *

    The barn door crept open and Sebastian peered cautiously out. Deciding the coast was clear, he stepped into the open, followed by Pepe and Conchita. Before them, forty men lay scattered on the ground in stiffening attitudes of death.

    "Why are they all lying down like that?" asked Pepe. Sebastian looked at him pityingly, smug with the secret knowledge of an older child.

    "Estupido!" he jeered. "Didn't you ever play dead?" To demonstrate, he shouted "Pang!" very loudly, dropped to the ground clutching his chest and rolled over several times.

    He lay there motionless like the rest of the fallen men. A moment later, he jumped up, grinning.

    None of the other bodies followed his example.

    * * *

    The doorknob was turning…

    "Your last bow, Mr. Sloane," the clown whispered to himself, smiling, and cranked the Gatling handle. He blasted the door, shaking the room with metal thunder.

    When the smoke cleared, the door was sieved, a ruin. After the clatter of the Gatling, Carmello found the silence oddly unsatisfying. He stepped quietly across the room and unhooked his swordstick from the wall. He drew the blade, stealthfully approached the door. Cocking his head, he put an ear to the door and listened.

    Sloane's fist crashed through the door full into the clown's face. The clown staggered drunkenly back across the room. Kicking in the rest of the shattered door, Sloane advanced after him, sword in hand.

    Carmello shook his head clear and faced Sloane, his own sword raised in defense.

    They circled each other.

    The clown cut savagely at Sloane's head, found his blade turned aside. He leapt back as Sloane thrust toward his face.

    Thrusting, parrying, swinging and lunging, they moved round the room like men joined by an invisible thread. Blade clashed against blade, each man finding his attack met by an impenetrable wall of steel.

    Sloane slipped suddenly on his own trail of blood. Carmello pressed the advantage, forcing Sloane down on one knee, their swords locked. The clown's blade inched towards Sloane's bare throat. Sloane's wound was pumping blood. He knew he had to break the deadlock before he grew too weak. With a surge of effort he drew himself up, pushing back the clown, sinking his foot into Carmello's stomach. He straightened his leg, thrust-kicking the clown backwards but losing his own balance as pain stabbed deeper into his thigh.

    Carmello crashed through a window and out onto the balcony beyond. Shrugging off broken glass, he scrambled upright, searching round for an escape route.

    Secured to the balcony was a trapeze which had been used for practice by the acrobats. They wouldn't be needing it anymore, Carmello thought as he seized hold of the trapeze. Behind him, Sloane stepped onto the balcony. There was no time for fear or hesitation. Carmello slashed through the securing rope and, gripping his sword between his teeth, launched himself off the balcony into the air.

    The trapeze swung him toward a landing platform mounted on a stout pole fifty yards away. As he breezed through space, Carmello's mind was racing after a plan of escape. If he could get onto that platform, he could be down the rope ladder and away on a horse before Sloane had time to get out of the house. It was a big if. The switch from trapeze to platform had looked childishly easy when he watched the acrobats perform. Now, as he hurtled at stomach-jolting speed toward the platform, it didn't look very easy at all.

    He threw out a hand to get a grip on the platform. His nails raked the wooden boards, filled with splinters. But he didn't have enough elevation. The trapeze tore him away from the platform, whisking him back towards the balcony.

    And Sloane.

    Sword raised, Sloane waited for his return.

    Carmello hoisted himself higher on the trapeze, twisting his body away from Sloane. The sword swipe grazed his shoe, slicing off the heel.

    Like a pendulum, Carmello arced back toward the platform, passing over the trampoline below. This time, to gain height, he swung outwards with his whole body. His feet hooked onto the platform.

    He swayed there for a long moment, suspended between platform and trapeze.

    He tossed his sword onto the platform. Then he threw himself forward, releasing his hold on the trapeze. He fell across the platform, arms outstretched like a heathen worshipper throwing himself at the mercy of bis savage god.

    The clown picked himself up. Dismayed, he watched the trapeze sail back toward the balcony. Sloane caught it.

    From below came sounds of excitement and laughter. Sebastian, Pepe, and Conchita squatted down as they had done so often before. They were expecting a show, the clown realized. Very well, they would have a show, a show to remember.

    Carmello cut the rope securing a second trapeze to the platform and gripped the bar one-handed, holding his sword in the other.

    As Sloane swung in pursuit from the balcony, Carmello cast off from the platform. The two men hurtled toward each other, raising high their sword arms. They struck. Metal clashed against metal, shocking bone to the marrow.

    The momentum carried them past each other. Neither was hurt. The two of them twisted round as each arc exhausted itself. Once more, they rushed at one another.

    Sloane thrust at the clown. Carmello parried his blow and, as Sloane swept past, hacked through one of the ropes of his trapeze.

    Sloane was jolted but managed to keep a precarious hold on the other rope where it joined the bar. Below, the children high-pitched their excitement.

    Again the trapezes converged. The damage to Sloane's trapeze had weakened its swing, leaving him vulnerable. Carmello laughed as he bore down on Sloane, his victory certain. Sloane drowned the laughter with his Ki-Ai yell.

    The swords flashed in the sun.

    The clown's laughter became a shriek.

    He fell.

    As his trapeze swung by, red rain dabbled Sloane's face. He caught a brief glimpse of the clown's severed hand still clasping the trapeze.

    Helpless, Carmello hit the trampoline. It flung him back into the air and dropped him onto the pointed tips of a wooden fence. The fence skewered him, the spikes bursting through his rib cage and out bis chest.

    The three children clapped enthusiastically. They thought it was the best trick the clown had ever performed.

    Sloane dropped carefully down onto the trampoline. He bounced a few times before coming to rest. He swung himself to the ground, wincing at the pain waves from his thigh when he touched earth. One leg of his pants was soaked red.

    He limped past the children. Pepe and Conchita were still clapping and cheering, calling for more. The elder boy sensed something was wrong. He ran over to where the clown lay draped over the fence, his painted mouth still grinning.

    Sebastian drew slowly back.

    Sloane met his eyes. The boy glared at him, silent, accusing. A look of hate and grief and loss. Sloane knew that look. He saw himself years before.

    Wearily, Sloane turned away. He walked amongst the dead, searching for Kathie and Ching Lei. The flies were already noisily busy.

    He stooped and picked his hat out of the dust where it had fallen earlier. He beat the dust from it against his arm.

    He felt satisfaction but also emptiness. The consuming ball of fire that had blazed so long in his brain was gone, burned out. It left a space that needed filling. He began to think about the journey home.

    There was a lot he had to say to Chang Fung.

    And to Su Fan.

    Especially to Su Fan.

    But right now he had need of a shovel.
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