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​Chapter One:

Shadowhawke!
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The stinking, cluttered alley stretched away into darkness. Loren Laseman knew that his death might well be in that alleyway, there among the refuse of the great city that towered around him, its heartbeat the roar of vehicles and the throb of the elevated trains.

His heart pounded beneath his vest and he nervously plucked at the snowy silk handkerchief that peaked from his jacket pocket. Laseman was a notorious dandy, and not a little of his disgust for his location was the thought of what it was doing to his shoes, shiny black leather topped by pale cream spats.

A rustle to Loren’s left made him jump what seemed like a dozen feet to his right. His heart rose up into his throat and a faint, hesitant moan forced its way between his thin lips. An instant later, the moon peeked from behind a cloud...to disclose a rat shopping in the garbage.

Loren gave a weak grin and took a linen handkerchief from his jacket pocket-the silk one was just for show. He wiped his sweating face for the third time in as many minutes, though the temperature on this New Year’s Eve of 1921 was near the freezing point and Loren had no overcoat over his elegant suit.

Another rustle, but Loren was prepared for it this time. He took no leap of fear—though he should have.

“I see ya found yer way here,” snarled a sullen voice, punctuating the comment with a coarse laugh. “Ain’t much like yer fancy nightclubs and speakeasies, is it?”

Loren, now with no regard for his suit, pressed himself against the dirty wall of the alleyway. “Wha..what do you want with me?” he quavered.

“Oh, the lady wants her money, is all.”

Loren’s face blanched as an errant moonbeam struck the face of the man who had spoken, to disclose a battered, scarred, broken-nosed visage with no pity in the tiny, close-set eyes. Behind him stood three other figures, details lost in the shadows save for a glint of metal in their hands. Loren gulped in dismay as he recognized brass knuckles.

“But I told her that I was good for the money and...” Loren began desperately, but his next word was choked off before it could be born.

A thick-fingered hand closed around Loren’s skinny neck and began a slow, inexorable tightening. The hand belonged to the burly figure that thus far had done all the talking.

“Awwk...awk...”

At this poor excuse for a protest from Loren, the others moved at last, circled around the pair as if to prevent even this faint sound from escaping.

“Don’ kill him too fast, Tony,” laughed one of the encircling men, “not till we gets our turn.”

Loren could feel his chest beginning to ache, and black spots streaked with red swam before his eyes. He tried again to remove the hand from his throat, with as little success as the first time. His mouth was open, gasping for air, and he could feel his feet leaving the cluttered concrete beneath them as the huge hand of the man the others called ‘Tony’ pushed his lank body up the brick wall behind him. His eyes turned upward, seeking help from the heavens above, but the clouds looked coldly down at him and made no answer.

Then air, glorious air was rushing down Loren’s throat, as the hand that was slowly stealing his life was ripped away. The puny man fell to his knees in the filth of the alleyway, amidst low snarls of laughter.

“How do ya like that, ya piker?” asked the scar-faced man who had dropped him. He seized Loren by the collar of his shirt and pulled him back up. “How many times ya think ya can stand that, fore yer brains—what little ya got—turn to mush?”

Tony flung the gasping man back against the grimy brick wall, and one hand still entangled in the collar of his silk shirt, placed the other back on Loren’s bruised neck. Loren gave a squeak of pain.... and prepared to die.

But it was not Loren Laseman’s night to die.

A massive shape arose behind the huddled cluster of men, a deeper darkness amidst the shadows. A hand, brown-gloved, shot out of the darkness and seized one of the watching men. A jerk, a thud—and a senseless body lay flat on its back in the garbage.

“Hey, Tony, what happened to...” spluttered another, before joining his friend on the ground. And by the time Tony had turned to see what was happening, only an instant later, the third lay neatly atop the other two.

Tony released Loren Laseman’s neck, but kept a hand firmly entangled in his collar as he eyed the shadowy form that stood so still before him. “Iffen ya wants this guy,” he snarled, “ya gotta take me down first.”

“That won’t be a problem for the Shadowhawke,” came a soft whisper.

“Shadowhawke, huh?” laughed Tony as he reached into a pocket with his free hand. “What, another one a them crime fighters? The Lady sure ain’t gonna like this; damn, New York is getting’ all cluttered up with you guys. Why doncha go find yerself a new place to hang out? Nah, never mind...ya won’t have the chance.”

But it was Tony who wouldn’t have the chance to visit a new town—the only place it looked like he was headed enjoyed a much higher temperature. Just as he dragged a gun from his pocket, a brown-gloved hand shot out and seized his wrist in an iron grip. Tony gave a surprised grunt and dropped his hold on Loren Laseman, then swung his now free ham-sized fist at the inky shape before him. That fist connected, but not with the unseen head at which he aimed. Instead, it hit another hand, not nearly as large but seemingly possessed of steel bones, for the grip that brought a snarl of pain from Tony’s lips also broke bones, the sound quite audible in the stillness of the night. An instant later, the sound of more bones snapping came from Tony’s other wrist, and the burly man dropped to his knees with a keening cry of agony.

The dark shape that stood before him said, “Tell this ‘lady’ you speak of that the Shadowhawke intends to clean up this city. And if she tries to stop me...”

An eerie cackle of laughter, a swirl of shadowy darkness and the form scooped up the now unconscious Tony and disappeared into the deeper darkness of the night-drenched alleyway...towards a low, brown car parked around the corner.

The back door to the car was opened by a small Oriental man, who smiled cheerfully at the brown-clad crime fighter.

“To the police station, Wong,” the man commanded as he flung Tony’s body into the back seat.

With a squeal of tires, the car moved off, only to stop just a few turns away in front of the ever-burning light of a neighborhood police station.

The back door of the car opened...and the burly, broken-wristed man landed on the sidewalk. A heartbeat later, the car pulled off, again with a squeal of tires.

A policeman had heard the noise and came outside, just at the burly Tony was coming back to consciousness. 

“Why, that’s Scarface Tony Bellows,” the policeman muttered to himself, remembering the face from the wanted posters.

Before the confused man could utter more than a few curses, handcuffs appeared around his damaged wrists.

The Tower of Gold was the nightclub of the moment in New York, and it was still packed to the walls with an elegant throng of partying elite, even though midnight had long since come and gone. At one table in the most exclusive corner, a slender blonde woman dressed in silver lamé fiddled nervously with an empty martini glass.

Across from her was an empty place set with a matching martini; to her distressed mind, the olive in its shimmering depths seemed to mock her nervousness, grinning at her with a wide green mouth.

“Would madam care for another drink?” asked a harried-looking waiter.

“I’ll let you know,” snapped the woman angrily. She looked about the packed room, glanced at a diamond-encrusted watch about one wrist, then gave a petulant sigh and shook her head.

Just then, a disturbance at the door on the opposite wall, guarded by a snooty maitre d,’ made several bored revelers look up. Framed within the brocade-covered door stood an arresting figure. Tall, with wide shoulders covered in faultless broadcloth, the man had thick black hair combed back from a high forehead. Glittering blue eyes seemed to sweep over the long room, taking note of all within it in an instant, and some thought that azure gaze lingered longest and longingly on the dance floor.

But the most unusual thing about the new arrival was the pair of heavy steel walking sticks that stretched from his long-fingered hands to the floor. As he struggled forward on these metal canes, dragging what were obviously useless legs, most people turned away, but some were unable to keep from watching as he made his slow way towards the table where sat the woman in silver lamé; his jerky, hesitant stumble made an odd counterpoint to the fast music from the band.

At last, after a journey that seemed to take forever to some of the watchers, the man reached his destination. The waiter who had been hovering near jerked a chair out and assisted the man to settle into it.

With a sigh, the crippled man grabbed the martini and downed a healthy swallow.

“Ah, that hits the spot. I hope I haven’t kept you waiting long, Lynette?” he said politely in a deep, strong baritone.

“Carlyle, I don’t know why you insist on using those horrible canes,” Lynette Montgomery snapped, “and not simply get a wheelchair, like a reasonable man.”

“Well, my dear, I’ve never been very reasonable, now have I?” he replied with a good-natured smile on his handsome face, marred though it was by a long scar down one lean cheek. Several of the women at surrounding tables felt their hearts speed up at the sight of that smile.

“No, you certainly have not,” said Lynette, waving towards their glasses for a refill. Their waiter scampered away: “I think it would be much better for everyone concerned if you would just-”

“If I would just give in to my disability?” replied Carlyle, the faintest bit of strain apparent in his voice. “If I simply decided to let everyone do everything for me, instead of trying to stay as free and competent as I am able with my legs in the shape they’re in?”

“Free!” said Lynette with a harsh laugh that twisted her lovely features into those of a shrew. “My dear Carlyle, you’re one of the richest men in this city; you can afford to pay for a dozen servants to take care of you, instead of that one horrible former boxer creature. And that Chinese driver of yours! Really, Carlyle, when we’re married, I don’t think—”

“Married, Lynette? I thought you’d changed your mind about that long ago. Wasn’t it about the time when you heard I’d been crippled in the plane crash at the end of the war? You certainly didn’t think it was necessary to visit me in the hospital, did you?”

“Now, Carlyle, you know I hate hospitals, and besides, you wouldn’t have wanted me around anyway; I’m not a bit of good at things like that. And remember, you’re the one who disappeared for over two years after you got out of the hospital, now weren’t you? As for our marriage, why, we’ve been engaged for simply years...it would look awful if we called it off now, when you’ve just got back to New York. Of course I still want to marry you, darling, even if you are a hopeless...er, just the teensiest bit crippled.”

“Right,” said Carlyle. “My legs may be useless, but there’s nothing wrong with my bank account, is there?”

“Well, if you’re going to be difficult, I don’t know why I even agreed to see you tonight, and in public too! I think I’ll just go home until you’re more yourself.”

But she made no move to rise as the waiter brought fresh drinks. 

“Lynette,” said the tall man who sat so calmly across from her, a slight even smile on his lips, “I asked you here tonight to tell you that our marriage is off. You’re a grasping, selfish, beautiful harpy and I don’t know what I ever saw in you.”

“Oh, Carlyle,” Lynette laughed, a shrill sound that startled surrounding partygoers. “That’s just your little joke, I know. Now drink up, darling, and let’s discuss something just a tad more pleasant, shall we?”

Just then, there was a disturbance at the door. A small girl in a brown cloth coat and flat shoes stood there, gazing about the elegant room. Her eyes lighted on the man with the canes and a relieved look came over her face.

“Mr. Tenebra!” she sang out in a clear, lovely voice. Then, adroitly sidestepping the angry maitre d,’ she dashed forward, the heels of her sensible shoes ringing on the parquet floor. “Mr. Tenebra,” she said breathlessly as she skidded to a stop beside Carlyle, “my father said I’d find you here. Oh, please, I need your help!”

“Beggers!” snapped Lynette Montgomery as she waved for their waiter. “Really, Carlyle, you must learn to-”

Carlyle Tenebra raised a peremptory hand. “Lynette, I believe we’ve finished our business. No doubt I shall see you about but pardon me if I say I doubt if I will enjoy it.”

A satisfied smirk appeared on their beleaguered waiter’s face, to be wiped out an instant later as he solemnly assisted the livid Lynette to rise.

“Carlyle, you haven’t heard the last of this,” she spluttered as she seized her bag. “You’ll never find anyone else to take on...”

“A hopeless cripple?” Carlyle interrupted.

With a haughty sniff, Lynette departed.

“I apologize for that,” Carlyle Tenebra murmured, motioning to the now-empty chair opposite him. “I’d hoped to settle my, er, business with her in a less public place, but Lynette always has to have her way.”

The small brunette settled herself in the chair. “How did I do?” she asked as she sipped the martini that had just appeared before her.

“Just as required, and thank you,” replied Carlyle with a grin. “You’ve earned your pay, that’s for sure.”

“Well,” said the girl with a grin, “no one can say that Gillian Mars isn’t a good actress. No one, that is, but every producer on Broadway so far!”

“We’ll see what we can do about that,” promised Carlyle as he eyed the small girl before him with a meditative air. “I might have other jobs for you.”

“Hey, I’m not that kind of girl,” said Gillian, bristling up like an angry kitten. “You hired me to help you get rid of your girlfriend—and I’m not a bit surprised, either, now that I’ve got a look at her—but I’m an actress, not a—”

“Wait, wait,” laughed Carlyle Tenebra. “I’m not suggesting anything like, er, that. I just meant that I might need your acting talents again some time.”

“Well...”

“Please,” said Carlyle with a smile that almost melted Gillian’s cheap cotton stockings.

“Okay,” she said. “As long as you remember. Now what’s this new job?”

But Gillian Mars had to wait to find out more. At that instant, the door to the kitchens burst open. A disheveled man, who looked as if he’d been rolling in the garbage in the alley, burst through, followed by a phalanx of angry cooks.

The man staggered forward, fell to his knees, gasped out the odd word “Shadowhawke!” then fainted in the middle of the dance floor.
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