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All through the war, Belle Boyd, the Rebel
Spy, had hoped to meet Tollinger and Barmain, the leaders of the
mob which had murdered her parents and burned her home to the
ground. At last, with the war over, she found them. Accompanied by
the Ysabel Kid and his father, Belle set out to take her
revenge.

To do so, she had to enter the camp of a
renegade revolutionary leader in Mexico and become involved in a
plot that might plunge the United States into another costly,
bloody war.
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Chapter One – The War’s Over, Sailor

‘What’re you fixing to do now, Miss Belle?’
asked Sam Ysabel, sitting with his back against a wall of the
dining-room in Bannister’s Hotel.

Over the years, Ysabel had made sufficient
enemies to render the precaution second nature. He always preferred
to have a wall behind him, even when eating in a respectable
Brownsville hotel.

‘I don’t know,’ Belle Boyd admitted. ‘What
does a spy do when the war’s over and she’s served on the losing
side?’

‘You could always go back home,’ suggested
Ysabel’s son, having selected a chair that allowed him an
uninterrupted view across the table at the hotel’s lobby.

‘Home!’ Belle repeated the word bitterly. ‘I
don’t have a home any more. A bunch of Abolitionists saw to that
back in ’61.’

Tall, slender, although by no means skinny,
the girl had coal-black hair cut almost boyishly short. She wore an
expensive, stylish, if travel-stained, black jacket and
riding-skirt, a frilly-bosomed white blouse and dainty, calf-high
boots. Beautiful features, with strength of will and intelligence
in their lines, displayed little of the concern she might feel for
the future. Her voice, with its well-educated deep-South drawl,
expressed unspoken anger as she mentioned her loss.

As Belle claimed, she no longer had a home.
Not since the night, early in 1861, when Alfred Tollinger and
George Barmain had led a mob, consisting of rabidly violent
pro-Union fanatics and ordinary drunken rabble in search of a
chance to loot and pillage, against her father’s plantation. The
family and house-servants had fought back desperately. However,
before the Boyds’ ‘down-trodden and abused’ slaves had rallied and
helped to drive off the attackers, Belle had been wounded, her
parents murdered and the once magnificent mansion destroyed by
fire. To escape justice, the leaders of the mob had fled to the
North. The start of the War Between the States had prevented their
arrest and return to Baton Royale for trial.

Belle’s wound had healed in time, but it left
her with a deep and lasting desire for revenge and a hatred of the
Union’s supporters that she had not felt before the attack. The
brutal, irresponsible and ill-advised actions of a pair of
intellectual fanatics was to cost the North dearly in the years
that followed. Wanting to avenge her parents, Belle had sought for
a way to do so. Learning that a cousin, Rose Greenhow, intended to
organize a spy-ring, Belle had offered her services in the hope
that the work would bring her into contact with Tollinger and
Barmain. Knowing of the girl’s unconventional upbringing, Rose had
been only too willing to enroll her.

Wanting a son, and learning that his wife
could have no more children, Vincent Boyd had insisted on
instructing his daughter in several subjects not normally taught to
a wealthy Southern girl. By sixteen, she could ride a
horse—astride, not side-saddle—and follow a hound-pack as well as
any of her foxhunting male neighbors. At twenty, when the mob had
arrived, she was a skilled performer with a dueling sword, a deadly
shot with a hand-gun and had also acquired a thorough knowledge of
savate: French-Creole foot- and fist-boxing.

Belle’s lessons in the more usual feminine
accomplishments had not been neglected and, but for the raid on her
home, she would probably have put aside her masculine skills, taken
a husband and lived a conventional life. Instead she made use of
her training as a member of the newly-formed, but very efficient,
Confederate States’ Secret Service organization.

Not for Belle Boyd the routine and intrigue
of making contacts, worming confidences from susceptible males or
accumulating information. She had preferred the more active task of
delivering her fellow-agents’ gatherings to their superiors in the
organization. Coming and going through the Union Army’s lines, she
had relied upon disguises, quick wits, riding or fighting skills to
avoid capture. Her fame grew and she was given the name ‘the Rebel
Spy’ for her efforts in the South’s cause.

All through the War, wherever its fortunes
carried her, she had looked for Tollinger and Barmain. Rumor had it
that they were members of the United States’ Secret Service, but
Belle had failed to locate them. Despite military hostilities
having ended, she felt disinclined to forgive or forget what the
two men had done to her parents; although she knew that gaining her
revenge would not be easy.

Typical of Belle, while unsure of what the
future might hold for her, she also wondered how her companions
would make out now that peace had returned to the United
States.

Yet she guessed that her fears on their
behalf might be unfounded. Although their pre-War business would be
reduced, if not ruined, the Ysabels were probably better fixed than
Belle in the matter of earning a living. They were Texan’s
frontiersmen, with the great wide spread of the Lone Star State in
which to search for a fresh start.

Big, powerfully-built, Sam Ysabel had
short-cropped black hair and a rugged face tanned to the color of
old saddle-leather; but was clean-shaven in honor of the occasion.
He wore a fringed buckskin shirt and trousers, with Comanche
moccasins on his feet. A battered old Confederate Jeff Davis
campaign hat dangled from the back of his chair. Around his waist
hung a gunbelt, supporting an old Dragoon Colt, its butt pointing
forward, at the left side, and on the right a sheathed bowie
knife.

Almost as tall as his father, Loncey Dalton
Ysabel had a slim, wiry frame that hinted at hidden reserves of
strength.

Hair as black as the wing of a deep-South
crow framed a handsome, Indian-dark face with a young, almost
babyishly-innocent cast of features. His red-hazel eyes seemed out
of place in such a face, being neither young nor innocent, but
giving a hint of his true, reckless nature. He wore all black
clothing, including the wide-brimmed, low-crowned Stetson hat
hanging on his chair and the gunbelt about his lean waist.
Reversing his father’s style of armament, he carried his
walnut-handled Dragoon Colt in a low cavalry-twist-draw holster on
his right thigh and an ivory-hilted James Black bowie knife
sheathed at his left hip. There were few people along the Rio
Grande’s banks who would have regarded those weapons as v being
mere decorations.

Born in the village of the Pehnahterkʉh
—Wasp, Quick-Stinger, Raider—Comanche, the tall, slim, young Texan
had been brought up and educated as a member of that hardy warrior
race. Sam Ysabel’s wife, daughter of Chief Long Walker and his
French-Creole pairaivo, had died giving birth to their only child.
With his father away much of the time on the family business of
first mustanging, then smuggling, the boy had been raised by his
maternal grandfather. War leader of the Dog Soldier lodge, Long
Walker had taught his grandson all those things a
Pehnahterkʉh brave-heart must know. The boy had grown up
skilled in the use of both white and red man’s weapons, capable of
winning the confidence or mastering any horse ever foaled, able to
follow barely discernible tracks and to locate hidden enemies or to
conceal himself from the most keen-eyed searchers.

Following his father along the Rio Grande’s
smuggling trails, the boy had put his Pehnahterkʉh education to
good use. He had also earned himself considerable fame in the
bloody border country. By virtue of his exceptional skill when
wielding one, the Pehnahterkʉh had given him the man-name
‘Cuchilo’, the Knife. To the Mexicans with whom he came in contact,
he was ‘Cabrito’, the Kid. Among the Texans, he was known as
‘the Ysabel Kid’. Members of all three races, fighting men from
soda to hock, recognized his fatal accuracy when shooting a
Mississippi rifle and acknowledged that he could perform adequately
with his old Dragoon or knife. All were unanimous in their belief
that he made a real good, loyal friend, but was a deadly,
implacable foe.

On learning of the War between the States,
the Ysabels had traveled East and enlisted in John Singleton
Mosby’s Raiders. Although the Grey Ghost had thought highly of
their ability as scouts, he had been compelled to let them return
to Texas. There they had continued to render important service to
the South by delivering urgently needed supplies—run through the
U.S. Navy’s blockade into neutral Matamoros—across the Rio Grande
to the Confederate authorities.

It had been during this work that they had
met the Rebel Spy. Sent to negotiate with a French general, who had
offered to throw his full command into the War on the side of the
Confederate States, Belle had been assigned the Ysabels as her
escort. Fortunately for her, circumstances had prevented Belle from
completing the mission. Generals Grant and Lee had met at the
Appomattox Courthouse, as the first move towards ending the War, on
the day that she should have contacted the French renegade and
handed over the advance payment for his services.

That had been just over six months ago. On
their return to Matamoros, news of the War’s end had not yet
arrived. So the Confederate States’ consul had asked them to leave
as quickly as possible. The ambiguous diplomatic situation in the
town had caused him to make the request. Neither of the warring
governments north of the border wished to antagonize the Mexican
patriots or the European powers involved in the struggle for
control of Mexico. Knowing that Belle’s mission might be exploited
by the Yankees as a means of discrediting his consulate, the consul
had taken steps to remove her and her assistants.

Being aware of the consul’s motives, Belle
had taken a ship to Nassau, the principal port for blockade-runners
in the West Indies. It had been her intention to go on to
Charleston, or Savannah, from either of which Confederate town she
could report to her superiors for further orders. On hearing that
the War had ended, she returned to Matamoros with the intention of
spreading the news in Texas and ending the fighting between the
Rebels and the Yankees defending Brownsville.

On arrival in Matamoros, she had learned that
the news was known. The consulate no longer had any official
status, but its consul had remained in Mexico as a private citizen.
Wanting to learn all she could about conditions north of the Rio
Grande, Belle had crossed over and in Brownsville had met the
Ysabels. From what they had told her, they had spent their enforced
absence with the Pehnahterkʉh Comanche. The Kid had been
hoping to locate a boyhood enemy, No Father, and settle accounts
with him, but failed to do so. Coming back to Matamoros, the
Ysabels had found that their services were no longer required
officially and were making their first visit to Brownsville since
the start of the Yankee occupation.

Accepting the Ysabels’ offer to have a meal
with them, Belle had been surprised when they brought her to
Bannister’s Hotel. One of the town’s best-known establishments, it
now appeared to cater for businessmen who had carved a niche during
the Union’s control. However, its owner raised no objections to the
Ysabel family entering with their guest. The food had been good and
the disapproving glares thrown their way by the room’s other
occupants failed to spoil Belle’s appetite. Not until they had
finished the meal did the subject of the future come up.

‘What will you do now, Sam?’ Belle asked,
sitting opposite the big man and with the Kid on her left.

‘Ain’t made our minds up yet.’ Ysabel
admitted.

‘Could start selling maps to where we buried
all that money we was taking to the Frog general, ap’,’ suggested
the Kid with a grin, using the Comanche word for father.

‘But we destroyed the money,’ Belle
objected.

‘You know it, we know it,’ the Kid answered.
‘Trouble being, nobody believes us that that’s what happened.’

‘We’ve had three different fellers asking us
about it,’ Ysabel confirmed.

Belle smiled, knowing that the money in
question was irrecoverable at the bottom of the Rio Grande.

‘I can’t see you as treasure-map sellers,’
she told the Texans.

‘Anyways, we’ll make out fine one way or
another,’ Ysabel assured her. ‘Right now it’s you we’re thinking
about.’

‘Why don’t you stay on here in Brownsville
and help us set up again, Miss Belle?’ asked the Kid. ‘It’s not
going to be easy for rough-necks like us to do it, is it, ap’?’

‘Sure ain’t, boy,’ Ysabel confirmed. ‘Most
all the folks we used to trade with don’t have money no more to buy
smuggled wine and stuff.’

That Belle could figure out without needing
to ask for an explanation. By its support of the Confederate
States, Texas had been left with a worthless currency. The majority
of the Ysabels’ old customers would be broke, or near to it. For
some time to come they would be too busy striving for survival and
the recovery of their State’s solvency to be able to afford
smuggled luxuries. Yet there were others, people whose loyalties
had been with the victorious North, who might possess the means to
purchase the Ysabels’ wares. As Sam Ysabel had said, contacting
such new customers would not be easy.

There was one big snag to Belle accepting the
offer and helping the Ysabel family to gather sufficient customers
to make their business pay. Even before the assassination of
President Lincoln, the liberals, radicals and intellectuals of the
Union had been demanding that extreme reprisals be carried out
against the supporters of the Confederacy. With the blind, bigoted
intolerance their kind always showed against anybody who dared to
oppose their lofty ideals, the Northern soft-shells had repeatedly
demanded that every Southern leader be hanged for treason. Having
caused some of the soft-shells inconvenience, humiliation and loss,
Belle had heard that she and Rose Greenhow were to receive the same
treatment if captured. So she had no desire to fall into the
Yankees’ hands until she had discovered how much power and
authority the soft-shells would command in the United States’
government.

Wondering how she could frame a refusal that
would not offend the Texans, Belle heard a disturbance from the
hotel’s lobby. Raucous laughter and loud talk rose, drawing the
attention of all the diners to the door of the room. Turning her
head to the right, Belle saw a quartet of sailors had entered the
building. Judging by their general appearance of conviviality and
the increase to their nautical rolling gait, the newcomers had been
drinking steadily and long. Clad in the usual dark blue, round,
peakless cap, blouse and bell-bottomed trousers of the United
States’ Navy, each of them had a cutlass dangling from the left
side of his belt and a Colt Navy revolver in a high-riding,
close-topped holster at its right.

Before the War, ordinary seamen would not
have been encouraged to remain in the Bannister Hotel; and the
quartet clearly knew it. Conscious of their status as victors in a
conquered city, they showed disdain for the management’s
prejudices. Halting just outside the dining-room’s door, they
looked around until their eyes came to rest on Belle, the youngest
and best-looking woman present.

Although the Ysabels hardly gave the sailors
more than a glance, Belle treated them to a longer scrutiny. All
were tall: one a big, thickset, clean shaven stoker, two leaner,
dark headed and bearded—and the last a gangling beanpole with sandy
red hair.

Early in her career as a spy, Belle had found
that she possessed a talent of the greatest use and did her best to
develop it. She had a remarkable memory for faces and, more
important, the ability to recall the circumstances which led her to
remember them. Stiffening slightly, she halted her right hand as it
moved involuntarily towards the parasol leaning against her
chair.

‘What’s up, Miss Belle?’ demanded the Kid,
having noticed the girl’s gesture.

‘I’ve seen that ginger-haired sailor before,’
Belle replied, turning her attention hurriedly towards her
companions as the sailors’ gaze moved her way. ‘He was one of the
pair who tried to pull me into the guard-boat the night we attacked
the Waterbury.’

‘Reckon he’ll recognize you?’ asked Ysabel,
suddenly realizing that it might go badly for the girl should she
be identified as the Rebel Spy.

‘I hope not,’ Belle answered. ‘Damn it,
they’re coming over here.’

Having completed their examination of the
room and satisfied themselves that only civilians were present, the
sailors swaggered forward. If the man with ginger hair recognized
Belle as the girl who had been captured, but escaped, on the night
that the U.S. Navy’s steam-sloop Waterbury had been torpedoed in
Brownsville harbor, he showed no sign of it. Instead he seemed to
be jockeying for position with his companions. Coming to a halt at
the empty side of the table, the quartet eyed Sam Ysabel and the
Kid in the challenging manner before turning their lecherous gaze
in Belle’s direction.

‘These land-crabs don’t look to be giving you
much of a time, gal,’ the stoker exclaimed in a loud voice.

‘Why they’re my uncle and cousin from out of
town, sir,’ Belle answered, giving the Kid’s leg a quick kick as he
seemed about to speak. ‘We’ve just finished supper and are going
home.’

‘They don’t look like your kin,’ declared one
of the black-haired pair and looked at the other. ‘Do they,
Mick?’

‘Not all that much, Joe,’ Mick replied.

‘She’s a niece on my wife’s side,’ Ysabel
rumbled.

‘Was you pair in the Reb army?’ demanded Joe
belligerently.

‘The War’s over, sailor,’ Belle put in,
studiously avoiding looking at the ginger-haired man.

‘And we won it,’ the stoker pointed out.
‘Anyways, it’s too early for a pretty gal like you to be going
home.’

‘It sure is, Cully,’ grinned Mick. ‘And she
shouldn’t be going home with no kin-folks neither.’

Swiftly Belle looked around the room. Its
other occupants showed signs of resentment or concern. They were
middle-aged couples, reasonably prosperous-looking and not the kind
to become involved in anything as unseemly as the behavior of the
sailors. Knowing there would be no help from that source, Belle
hoped to be able to avert trouble.

At which point Belle became aware of the
ginger man’s eyes on her. Moving around his companions, he halted
close to the girl and was studying her with extra interest. To add
to Belle’s discomfort, she recollected that she had not troubled to
don a wig, or any other form of disguise, before crossing from
Matamoros. So, apart from being dry, she looked much the same as
she had when the sailor had last seen her.

‘That’s truly true, Mick,’ the stoker said.
‘And being so, we can’t let you do it, gal.’

‘Who’d you reckon she should go home with,
hombre?’ asked the Kid in a mild, gentle tone that would have
shrieked warnings to anybody who knew him.

‘Us, beef-head. Us!’ Cully answered. ‘So you
can push off and leave us see her safe to port.’

‘Why I do declare I’m honored, gentlemen,’
Belle gushed before either of the Ysabels could speak. ‘But there’d
be four of you-all and only the one of lil me. I just couldn’t be
attentive to more than one of you-all. It wouldn’t be proper.’
Apparently that point had not struck the four sailors. Finding the
girl willing to accept the company of one of them came as a
surprise and raised difficulties. Some of the quartet’s hostility
was diverted from the Ysabels and to each other as they wondered
who should take precedence with the girl. Nor did Belle help
matters. Glancing from face to face, she seemed to exude a welcome
and promise to each of the sailors and made the recipient feel that
he was the one she favored.

Catching his father’s eye, the Kid sank into
a casual-seeming slouch on the chair. Both of them knew that the
sailors were looking for trouble, so they prepared to deal with it.
A quick inclination of Ysabel’s head told the Kid how he aimed to
make his play should the need arise. Slowly, so as to arouse no
suspicion, Ysabel placed the palms of his hands under the edge of
the table. Drawing no more attention to himself, the Kid duplicated
his father’s move. Then they waited, tense as coil-springs under
pressure, watching for the first hostile word or gesture from the
other four.

For her part, Belle also studied the sailors.
She hoped that she had prevented a clash between them and the
Ysabels. During her assignment with them, she had seen her
companions in action and knew that they had small regard for the
sanctity of human life. While she did not doubt the two Texans’
ability to protect themselves, she knew that doing so might lead
them into very serious trouble. Just let one of the sailors be
killed, no matter how much provocation had been heaped on the
Ysabels, and a military court would show them no mercy. With that
in mind, Belle went on with her attempt at setting the quartet at
each other’s throats.

‘If you gentlemen just tell me which of you
I’ll have the honor to be escorted home by,’ Belle went on,
uncomfortably aware of the ginger-haired sailor’s scrutiny, ‘I’m
right sure my kinsfolk won’t—’

‘Hey!’ yelped the ginger man, stabbing a
finger in Belle’s direction. ‘I’ve seen you afore.’

‘Don’t try that one, Carrots!’ Cully the
stoker, growled. ‘The gal’s going with me.’

‘She never said so,’ protested Mick
indignantly. ‘I reckon she ‘

Stabbing forward his left hand, Carrots
placed it on Belle’s right shoulder and started to turn her towards
him. Before his companions, or the Ysabels, could object, he leaned
forward to stare directly into the girl’s face.

‘It’s her, damn it!’ Carrots screeched.
‘She’s the Rebel Spy. I saw her—’


Chapter Two – If You’ve Made Me Lose Them

As soon as Carrots laid hands on her, Belle
reached for the parasol with her right hand and her left slipped
her reticule’s strings free from the back of her chair. Hearing his
words, she started to rise. While doing so, she propelled the
parasol upwards sharply. Driving towards the sailor’s chin, the
silver knob at the end of the handle rammed with considerable force
against his prominent Adam’s apple. Just too late to prevent him
from making his denunciation, the pain of the impact chopped off
the rest of Carrots’ words. With hands rising to clutch at the
stricken area, he released the girl’s shoulder and stumbled back a
few paces. Freed from Carrot’s restraint, Belle continued to stand
up.

Seeing Belle launch her attack, the Ysabel
family went into action. Shoving back with his knees, the Kid sent
his chair skidding away from beneath him. Then he lunged erect and
heaved at his edge of the table. Timing his moves to coincide with
his son’s, Sam Ysabel also rose. Lifting the table between them,
they hurled it at the remaining three sailors.

Turning edgeways to the floor and spraying
the utensils and crockery it had supported from its top, the table
struck Cully and Joe, hurling them back. Although he was no less
surprised by the sudden turn of events, Mick managed to throw
himself towards the wall and avoided being hit by the Ysabels’
missile. Doing so proved to be a mistake. In fact he might have
wished that he had stood his ground and taken his punishment like a
man.

Noticing that Mick had not been driven to the
rear with his companions, Ysabel swung in his direction. Up lashed
the big Texan’s left leg. Years of wearing no other covering than
moccasins had hardened Ysabel’s feet to a considerable degree and
made them effective weapons. Caught in the groin by the kick, Mick
let out a screech of pain, folded over and collapsed. Almost before
his victim had landed, Ysabel was snatching his hat from the
chair’s back and ramming it on to his head.

‘Get out of here—!’ Belle yelled, turning to
do so.

While in full agreement with the girl’s
suggestion, Sam Ysabel and the Kid knew that carrying it out would
not be an easy matter. The table might have forced Cully and Joe to
withdraw for long enough to give Ysabel time to render Mick hors
de combat, but it had in no way incapacitated the other two
sailors. They and Carrots were still capable of disputing the three
Southerners’ departure.

Pitching the table out of his way, Cully
bellowed in fury and hurled himself at Ysabel. Stoking the boilers
of a coal-burning warship was not a task to be performed by
weaklings and Cully was noted in the U.S. Navy for his strength. He
used it in a fight to smash down all resistance by sheer force.
Looking as huge and dangerous as a charging buffalo bull, he rushed
towards the Texan with ham-like hands reaching out to seize and
crush.

Being a more cautious man than Cully, even
when drunk, Joe was content to let the stoker avenge the attack on
his brother. The Kid had sprung into the center of the room after
throwing over the table and looked a safer subject for reprisals
than his father. Clenching his fists, Joe went towards the
Indian-dark youngster. While approaching, the sailor saw a change
come over his intended victim. Up to that moment, the Kid had
looked like a very young and harmless boy. Suddenly all the babyish
innocence left his face, being replaced by the cold, savage,
slit-eyed expression of a Pehnahterkʉh Dog Soldier waiting
to take on an enemy. Flashing across, the Kid’s right hand closed
about the hilt of the bowie knife and started to slide the
eleven-and-a-half-inch-long, two-and-a-half-inch-wide, clip-pointed
blade from its sheath.

Few people who knew the Ysabel Kid would have
given Joe a life expectancy exceeding the time he took to come
within striking distance of the other’s black-sleeved right
arm.

Seeing Belle darting in his direction and
transferring the reticule into her parasol-filled right hand,
Carrots tore his thoughts from his half-strangled condition. As the
girl swerved to go by him, he shot out his hands to catch her by
the right wrist and bicep. Having received one taste of the
parasol’s handle, he had no wish to repeat the dose. With the
girl’s right arm immobilized, he felt sure that she was helpless.
Bringing her to a halt at arms’ length in front of him, he started
to imagine the commendation and promotion that would come his way
as a reward for capturing the Rebel Spy.

For all his bulk, Sam Ysabel could move with
surprising speed. Springing forward as if meaning to meet Cully
head-on, Ysabel swerved aside at the last moment. Powerful hands
clamped hold of Cully’s left wrist. Taking a firm grip, Ysabel
heaved the stoker onwards. Narrowly missing a collision with Joe,
Cully felt himself hauled around in a half circle. Combined with
the stoker’s own momentum, Ysabel’s pull built up an uncontrollable
speed. Then Ysabel released his hold. On being turned loose, Cully
could not prevent himself plunging across the room. A waiter flung
himself hurriedly from the stoker’s path. Ahead was a window, but
Cully could neither stop himself nor swerve aside. Barely managing
to do more than throw up his hands to protect his face, Cully went
through the window. Crashing to the sidewalk, he rolled across it
to drop on to the street.

Hearing the shattering crash of breaking
glass, an infantry patrol farther along the street halted and did a
rapid about face to see what caused it. Being assigned to the duty
of policing the town, the lieutenant in command knew that he must
investigate. He had seen the four sailors before they had entered
the hotel and marked them as potential trouble-causers. Having also
noted the size and brawn of Cully in particular, he wanted his men
as fresh as possible while dealing with the quartet. So he led them
back over the hundred or so yards separating them from the building
at a quick march instead of on the double.

Despite having her right arm held, Belle was
far from helpless. Balancing on her right leg, she shot her left
foot behind her. The heel of her boot spiked on to Carrots’
kneecap, driven by a powerful set of leg muscles. Pain ripped
through the lean man. Letting go of the girl’s arm, he hopped back
and tried to support his injured knee with his hands. Unfortunately
for him, he did not retreat sufficiently far before doing so.
Spinning around, Belle used her turning momentum to add force to
her knotted left fist. It swung, not in the manner of a frightened
girl, but with trained purpose. Hard knuckles met Carrots’ jaw with
a sharp click. Off balance, he spun around and went head-first into
the wall. Bouncing back, he flopped as limp as a rag-doll to the
floor.

With his knife half drawn, the Kid recalled
his father’s orders. Few people in Texas had ever regarded
smuggling, as carried out by the Ysabel family, as a serious crime.
Even the U.S. military authorities had tended to ignore it before
the War and, provided they received their share of the goods, would
most likely continue to do so. However, Ysabel knew that no such
tolerance could be expected if a Yankee serviceman should be
killed. So he had repeatedly warned his son that weapons must only
be used as a last resort if they were forced to lock horns with
their erstwhile enemies.

Restraining his first impulse to produce and
make use of the bowie knife, the Kid returned it to the sheath and
took his hand from the hilt. Already Joe was closing in and his
right fist lashed savagely at the young Texan’s head.

Deprived of his favorite close-quarters’
weapon, the Kid was still far from being easy meat. While the
Comanches preferred more direct, permanent ways of dealing with an
enemy, they had not been unmindful of the possibility that an
attack might come at a time when no weapon was available. So they
had developed various bare-hand fighting tricks to meet such
situations. The Kid had received a thorough training in
Nemenuh wrestling techniques.

Throwing up his left hand inside Joe’s
advancing right arm, the Kid deftly prevented the punch from
reaching his head and caught the other’s wrist. At the same time,
the Kid started to pivot to his left. His right arm rose, working
in concert with the other movements, passing beneath Joe’s right
armpit and behind the sailor’s bicep. Continuing to turn and
sinking into a kneeling position on his bent right leg, the
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