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It was Land Race Day ‑ a time of vaunting hope and unrelieved tragedy, a day which epitomized the unhappy twenty‑first century. Steve Baxter had tried to reach the starting line early, like the other contestants, but had miscalculated the amount of time he would require. Now he was in trouble. His Participant’s B’ had got him through the outer, exocrowd without incident. But neither badge nor brawn could be relied upon to carry a man through the obdurate inner core of humanity which made up the endo‑crowd.
Baxter estimated this inner mass at 8.7 density ‑ not far from the pandemic level. A flash‑point might occur at any moment, despite the fact that the authorities had just aerosoled the endocrowd with tranquillizers. Given enough time, a man might circle around them; but Baxter had only six minutes before the race began.
Despite the risk, he pushed his way directly into their ranks. On his face he wore a fixed smile ‑ absolutely essential when dealing with a high‑density human configuration. He could see the starting line now, a raised dais in Jersey City’s Glebe Park. The other contestants were already there. Another twenty yards, Steve thought; if only the brutes don’t stampede!
But deep within the corecrowd he still had to penetrate the final nuclear mob. This was composed of bulky, slack‑jawed men with unfocused eyes ‑ agglutinating hysterophiliacs, in the jargon of the pandemiologists. Jammed together sardine fashion, reacting as a single organism, these men were incapable of anything but blind resistance and irrational fury towards anything that tried to penetrate their ranks.
Steve hesitated for a moment. The nuclear mob, more dangerous than the fabled water buffaloes of antiquity, glared at him, their nostrils flared, their heavy feet shuffling ominously.
Without allowing himself time to think, Baxter plunged into their midst. He felt blows on his back and shoulders and heard the terrifying urrr of a maddened endomob. Shapeless bodies jammed against him, suffocating him, relentlessly pressing closer and closer.
Then, providentially, the authorities turned on the Muzak. This ancient and mysterious music, which for over a century had pacified the most intractable berserkers, did not fail now. The endomob was decibelled into a temporary immobility, and Steve Baxter clawed his way through to the starting line.
The chief judge had already begun to read the Prospectus. Every contestant and most of the spectators, knew this document by heart. Nevertheless, by law the terms had to be stated.
“Gentlemen,” the judge read, “you are here assembled to take part in a race for the acquisition of public‑domain lands. You fifty fortunate men have been chosen by public lottery from fifty million registrants in the South Westchester region. The race will proceed from this point to the registration line at the Land Office in Times Square, New York ‑ an adjusted approximate mean distance of 5.7 statute miles. You contestants are permitted to take any route; to travel on the surface, above, or below ground. The only requirement is that you finish in person, substitutes not being permitted. The first ten finalists—”
The crowd became deathly still.
“—will receive one acre of unencumbered land complete with house and farming implements. And each finalist will also be granted free Government transportation to his freehold, for himself and for his immediate family. And this aforesaid acre shall be his to have and to hold, free and clear, perpetually unalienable, as long as the sun shines and water flows, for him and his heirs, even unto the third generation!”
The crowd sighed when they heard this. Not a man among them had never seen an unencumbered acre, much less dreamed of possessing one. An acre of land entirely for yourself and your family, an acre which you didn’t have to share with anyone ‑ well, it was simply beyond the wildest fantasy.
“Be it further noted,” the judge went on, “the Government accepts no responsibility for deaths incurred during this contest. I am obliged to point out that the unweighted average mortality rate for Land Races is approximately 68.9 per cent. Any contestant who so wishes may withdraw now without prejudice.”
The judge waited, and for a moment Steve Baxter considered dropping the whole suicidal idea. Surely he and Adele and the kids and Aunt Flo and Uncle George could continue to get by somehow in their cosy one‑room apartment in Larchmont’s Fred Allen Memorial Median Income Housing Cluster. After all, he was no man of action, no muscled bravo or hairy‑fisted brawler. He was a systems‑deformation consultant, and a good one. And he was also a mild‑mannered ectomorph with stringy muscles and a distinct shortness of breath. Why in God’s name should he thrust himself into the perils of darkest New York, most notorious of the Jungle Cities?
“Better give it up, Steve,” a voice said, uncannily echoing his thoughts.
Baxter turned and saw Edward Freihoff St John, his wealthy and obnoxious neighbour from Larchmont. St John, tall and elegant and whipcord‑strong from his days on the paddle‑ball courts. St John, with his smooth, saturnine good looks, whose hooded eyes were too frequently turned towards Adele’s blonde loveliness.
“You’ll never make it, Stevie baby,” St John said.
“That is possible,” Baxter said evenly. “But you, I suppose, will make it?”
St John winked and laid a forefinger alongside his nose in a knowing gesture. For weeks he had been hinting about the special information he had purchased from a venal Land Race comptroller. This information would vastly improve his chances of traversing Manhattan Borough ‑ the densest and most dangerous urban concentration in the world.
“Stay out of it, Stevie baby,” St John said in his peculiar rasping voice. “Stay out, and I’ll make it worth your while. Whaddaya say, sweetie pie?”
Baxter shook his head. He did not consider himself a courageous man; but he would rather die than take a favour from St John. And in any event, he could not go on as before. Under last month’s Codicil to the Extended Families Domicile Act, Steve was now legally obliged to take in three unmarried cousins and a widowed aunt, whose one‑room sub‑basement apartment in the Lake Placid industrial complex had been wiped out by the new Albany‑Montreal Tunnel.
Even with anti‑shock injections, ten persons in one room was too much. He simply had to win a piece of land!
“I’m staying,” Baxter said quietly.
“OK, sucker,” St John said, a frown marring his hard, sardonic face. “But remember, I warned you.”
The chief judge called out, “Gentlemen, on your marks!”
The contestants fell silent. They toed the starting line with slitted eyes and compressed mouths.
“Get ready!”
A hundred sets of leg muscles bunched as fifty determined men leaned forward.
“Go!”
And the race was on!
A blare of supersonics temporarily paralysed the surrounding mob. The contestants squirmed through their immobile ranks and sprinted over and around the long lines of stalled automobiles. Then they fanned out, but tended mainly to the east, towards the Hudson River and the evil‑visaged city that lay on its far shore, half concealed in its sooty cloak of unburned hydrocarbons.
Only Steve Baxter had not turned to the east.
Alone among the contestants, he had swung north, towards the George Washington Bridge and Bear Mountain City. His mouth was tight, and he moved like a man in a dream.
In distant Larchmont, Adele Baxter was watching the race on television. Involuntarily, she gasped. Her eight‑year‑old son Tommy cried, “Mom, Mom, he’s going north to the bridge! But it’s closed this month. He can’t get through that way!”
“Don’t worry, darling,” Adele said. “Your father knows what he’s doing.”
She spoke with an assurance she did not feel. And, as the figure of her husband was lost in the crowds, she settled back to wait ‑ and to pray. Did Steve know what he was doing? Or had he panicked under pressure?
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The seeds of the problem had been sewn in the twentieth century; but the terrible harvest was reaped a hundred years later. After uncounted millennia of slow increase, the population of the world suddenly exploded, doubled, and doubled again. With disease checked and food supplies assured, death rates continued to fall as birthrates rose. Caught in a nightmare geometric progression, the ranks of humanity swelled like runaway cancers.
The four horsemen of the Apocalypse, those ancient policemen, could no longer be relied upon to maintain order. Pestilence and famine had been outlawed, and war was too luxurious for this subsistence age. Only death remained ‑ much diminished, a mere shadow of his former self.
Science, with splendid irrationality, continued to work insensately towards the goal of more life for more people.
And people marched on, still increasing, crowding the earth with their numbers, stifling the air and poisoning the water, eating their processed algae between slices of fish‑meal bread, dimly awaiting a catastrophe to thin out their unwieldy ranks, and waiting in vain.
The quantitative increase in numbers produced qualitative changes in human experience. In a more innocent age, adventure and danger had been properties of the waste places ‑ the high mountains, bleak deserts, steaming jungles. But by the twenty‑first century most of these places were being utilized in the accelerating search for living‑space. Adventure and danger were now to be found in the monstrous, ungovernable cities.
In the cities one found the modern equivalent of savage tribes, fearsome beasts, and dread disease. An expedition into New York or Chicago required more resourcefulness and stamina, more ingenuity, than those lighthearted Victorian jaunts to Everest or the source of the Nile.
In this pressure‑pot world, land was the most precious of commodities. The Government parcelled it out as it became available, by means of regional lotteries culminating in Land Races. These contests were patterned after those held in the 1890s for the opening of the Oklahoma Territory and the Cherokee Strip.
The Land Race was considered equitable and interesting ‑ both sporty and sporting. Millions watched the races, and the tranquillizing effect of vicarious excitement upon the masses was duly noted and approved. This in itself was sufficient justification for the races.
Additionally, the high mortality rate among the contestants had to be considered an asset. It didn’t amount to much in absolute numbers; but a stifled world was grateful for even the smallest alleviation.
The race was three hours old. Steve Baxter turned on his little transistor radio and listened to the latest reports. He heard how the first group of contestants had arrived at the Holland Tunnel and had been turned back by armoured policemen. Others, more devious, had taken the long southern trek to Staten Island and were presently approaching the approaches of the Verrazzano Bridge. Freihoff St John, all by himself, flashing a deputy mayor’s badge, had been allowed past the Lincoln Tunnel barricades.
But now it was time for Steve Baxter’s gamble. Grim‑faced, with quiet courage, he entered the infamous Free Port of Hoboken.
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It was dusk on the Hoboken foreshore. Before him, in a sweeping crescent, lay the trim, swift ships of the Hoboken smuggling fleet, each with its gleaming Coast Guard medallion. Some already had cargo lashed to their decks ‑ cases of cigarettes from North Carolina, liquor from Kentucky, oranges from Florida, goof balls from California, guns from Texas. Each case bore the official marking, “contraband‑tax paid ’. For in this unhappy day and age, the hard‑pressed Government was forced to tax even illegal enterprises, and thus to give them a quasi‑legal status.
Choosing his moment carefully, Baxter stepped aboard a rakish marijuana runner and crouched down among the aromatic bales. The craft was ready for imminent departure; if he could only conceal himself during the short passage across the river ...
“Har! What in the hell have we here?”
A drunken second engineer, coming up unexpectedly from the fo’c’sle, had caught Baxter unawares. Responding to his shout, the rest of the crew swarmed on to the deck. They were a hard‑bitten, swaggering lot, feared for their casually murderous ways. These were the same breed of Godless men who had sacked Weehawken some years ago, had put Fort Lee to the torch, had raided and pillaged all the way to the gates of Englewood. Steve Baxter knew that he could expect no mercy from them.
Nevertheless, with admirable coolness, he said, “Gentlemen, I am in need of transportation across the Hudson, if you please.”
The ship’s captain, a colossal mestizo with a scarred face and bulging muscles, leaned back and bellowed with laughter.
“Ye seek passage of unsT he declared in the broad Hobokenese patois. “Think ’ee we be the Christopher Street ferry, hai?”
“Not at all, sir. But I had hoped—”
“To the boneyard wit’ yer hopes!”
The crew roared at the witticism.
“I am willing to pay for my passage,” Steve said with quiet dignity.
“Pay is it?” roared the captain. “Aye, we sometimes sell passages ‑ non‑stop to midstream, and thence straight down!”
The crew redoubled its laughter.
“If it is to be, then let it so be,” Steve Baxter said. “I request only that you permit me to drop a postcard to my wife and children.”
“Woife and tuck ins?” the captain inquired. “Why didn’t yer mention! Had that lot myself aforetime ago, until waunders did do marvain to the lot.”
“I am sorry to hear that,” Steve said with evident sincerity.
“Aye.” The captain’s iron visage softened. “I do remember how, in oftens colaim, the leetle blainsprites did leap giner on the saern; yes, and it was roses all till diggerdog.”
“You must have been very happy,” Steve said. He was following the man’s statements with difficulty.
“I maun do,” the captain said heavily.
A bowlegged little forebow deckman thrust himself forward. “Hi, Captain, let’s do for him and get underway before the pot rots on the spot.”
“Who you giving orders at, ye mangy, scut‑faced hogi‑fier!” the captain raved. “By Big Jesus, we’ll let the pot rot till I say not! And as for doing him ‑ nay, I’ll do one deed for me blainsprites, shiver me if I won’t!” Turning to Baxter, he said, “We’ll carry ye, laddie, and for naught ought loot.”
Thus, fortuitously, Steve Baxter had touched upon a bittersweet memory in the captain’s recollection and had thereby won respite. The marijuana men pushed off, and soon the sleek craft was breasting the sallow grey‑green waves of the Hudson.
But Steve Baxter’s respite was short‑lived. In midstream, just after they entered Federal waters, a powerful searchlight flashed out of the evening gloom and an officious voice ordered them to heave to. Evil luck had steered them straight into the path of a destroyer on the Hudson patrol.
“Damn them!” the captain raved. “Tax and kill, that’s all they know! But we’ll show them our mettle! To the guns, bullies!”
Swiftly the crew peeled the tarpaulins from the fifty‑calibre machine guns, and the boat’s twin diesels roared defiance. Twisting and dodging, the pot runner raced for the sanctuary of the New York shore. But the destroyer, fore‑reaching, had the legs of her, and machine guns were no match for four‑inch cannon. Direct hits splintered the little ship’s toe rail, exploded in the great cabin, smashed through the maintop forestays, and chopped down the starboard mizzen halyards.
Surrender or death seemed the only options. But, weatherwise, the captain sniffed the air. “Hang on, hearties!” he screamed. “There’s a Wester do be coming!”
Shells rained around them. Then, out of the west, a vast and impenetrable smog bank rolled in, blanketing everything in its inky tentacles. The battered little kif ship slid away from the combat; and the crew, hastily donning respirators, gave thanks to the smouldering trashlands of Secaucus. As the captain remarked, it is an ill wind that blows no good.
Half an hour later they docked at the 79th Street Pier. The captain embraced Steve warmly and wished him good fortune. And Steve Baxter continued on his journey.
The broad Hudson was behind him. Ahead lay thirty‑odd downtown blocks and less than a dozen crosstown blocks. According to the latest radio report, he was well ahead of the other contestants, ahead even of Freihoff St John, who still had not emerged from the labyrinth at the New York end of the Lincoln Tunnel. He seemed to be doing very nicely, all things considered.
But Baxter’s optimism was premature. New York was not conquered so easily. Unknown to him, the most dangerous parts of his journey still lay before him.
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After a few hours’ sleep in the back of an abandoned car, Steve proceeded southwards on West End Avenue. Soon it was dawn ‑ a magical hour in the city, when no more than a few hundred early‑risers were to be found at any given intersection. High overhead were the crenellated towers of Manhattan, and above them the clustered television antennae wove a faery tapestry against a dun and ochre sky. Seeing it like that, Baxter could imagine what New York had been like a hundred years ago, in the gracious, easygoing days before the population explosion.
He was abruptly shaken out of his musings. Appearing as if from nowhere, a party of armed men suddenly barred his path. They wore masks, wide‑brimmed black hats and bandoliers of ammuntion. Their aspect was both villainous and picturesque.
One of them, evidently the leader, stepped forward. He was a craggy‑featured, balding old man with a heavy black moustache and mournful red‑rimmed eyes. “Stranger,” he said, “let’s see yore pass.”
“I don’t believe I have one,” Baxter said.
“Damned right you don’t,” the old man said. “I’m Pablo Steinmetz, and I issue all the passes around here and I don’t recollect ever seeing you afore in these parts.”
“I’m a stranger here,” Baxter said. “I’m just passing through.”
The black‑hatted men grinned and nudged each other. Pablo Steinmetz rubbed his unshaven jaw and said. “Well, sonny, it just so happens that you’re trying to pass through a private toll road without permission of the owner, who happens to be me; so I reckon,that means you’re illegally trespassing.”
“But how could anyone have a private toll road in the heart of New York City?” Baxter asked.
“It’s mine ’cause I say it’s mine,” Pablo Steinmetz said, fingering the notches on the stock of his Winchester 78. “That’s just the way it is, stranger, so I reckon you’d better pay or play.”
Baxter reached for his wallet and found it was missing. Evidently the pot‑boat captain, upon parting, had yielded to his baser instincts and picked his pocket.
“I have no money,” Baxter said. He laughed uneasily. “Perhaps I should turn back.”
Steinmetz shook his head. “Going back’s the same as going forward. It’s toll road either way. You still gotta pay or play.”
“Then I guess I’ll have to play,” Baxter said. “What do I do?”
“You run,” Old Pablo said, “and we take turns shooting at you, aiming only at the upper part of your head. First man to bring you down wins a turkey.”
“That is infamous!” Baxter declared.
“It is kinda tough on you,” Steinmetz said mildly. “But that’s the way the mortar crumbles. Rules is rules, even in an anarchy. So, therefore, if you will be good enough to break into a wild sprint for freedom ...”
The bandits grinned and nudged each other and loosened their guns in their holsters and pushed back their wide‑brimmed black hats. Baxter readied himself for the death run—
And at that moment, a voice cried, “Stop!”
A woman had spoken. Baxter turned and saw that a tall, red‑headed girl was striding through the bandit ranks. She was dressed in toreador pants, plastic galoshes and Hawaiian blouse. The exotic clothing served to enhance her bold beauty. There was a paper rose in her hair, and a string of cultured pearls set off the slender line of her neck. Never had Baxter seen a more flamboyant loveliness.
Pablo Steinmetz frowned and tugged at his moustache. “Flame!” he roared. “What in tarnation are you up to?”
“I’ve come to stop your little game, Father,” the girl said coolly. “I want a chance to talk to this tanglefoot.”
“This is man’s business,” Steinmetz said. “Stranger, git set to run!”
“Stranger, don’t move a muscle!” Flame cried, and a deadly little Derringer appeared in her hand.
Father and daughter glared at each other. Old Pablo was the first to break the tableau.
“Damn it all, Flame, you can’t do this,” he said. “Rules is rules, even for you. This here illegal trespasser can’t pay, so he’s gotta play.”
“That’s no problem,” Flame announced. Reaching inside her blouse she extracted a shiny silver double eagle. “There!” she said, throwing it at Pablo’s feet. “I’ve done the paying, and just maybe I’ll do the playing, too. Come along, stranger.”
She took Baxter by the hand and led him away. The bandits watched them go and grinned and nudged each other until Steinmetz scowled at them. Old Pablo shook his head, scratched his ear, blew his nose, and said, “Consarn that girl!”
The words were harsh, but the tone was unmistakably tender.
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Night came to the city, and the bandits pitched camp on the corner of 69th Street and West End Avenue. The black‑hatted men lounged in attitudes of ease before a roaring fire. A juicy brisket of beef was set out on a spit, and packages of flash‑frozen green vegetables were thrown into a capacious black cauldron. Old Pablo Steinmetz, easing the imaginary pain in his wooden leg, drank deep from a jerry can of pre‑mixed Martinis. In the darkness beyond the campfire you could hear a lonely poodle howling for his mate.
Steve and Flame sat a little apart from the others. The night, silent except for the distant roar of garbage trucks, worked its enchantment upon them both. Their fingers met, touched and clung.
Flame said at last, “Steve, you ‑ you do like me, don’t you?”
“Why, of course I do,” Baxter replied, and slipped his arm around her shoulders in a brotherly gesture not incapable of misinterpretation.
“Well, I’ve been thinking,” the bandit girl said. “I’ve thought ...” She paused, suddenly shy, then went on. “Oh, Steve, why don’t you give up this suicidal race? Why don’t you stay here with me! I’ve got land, Steve, real land ‑ a hundred square yards in the New York Central Switchyard! You and I, Steve, we could farm it together!”
Baxter was tempted ‑ what man would not be? He had not been unaware of the feelings which the beautiful bandit girl entertained for him, nor was he entirely unresponsive to them. Flame Steinmetz’s haunting beauty and proud spirit, even without the added attraction of land, might easily have won any man’s heart. For a heartbeat he wavered, and his arm tightened around the girl’s slim shoulders.
But then, fundamental loyalties reasserted themselves. Flame was the essence of romance, the flash of ecstasy about which a man dreams throughout his life. Yet Adele was his childhood sweetheart, his wife, the mother of his children, the patient helpmate of the long years together. For a man of Steve Baxter’s character, there could be no other choice.
The imperious girl was unused to refusal. Angry as a scalded puma, she threatened to tear out Baxter’s heart with her fingernails and serve it up lightly dusted in flour and toasted over a medium fire. Her great flashing eyes and trembling bosom showed that this was no mere idle imagery.
Despite this, quietly and implacably, Steve Baxter stuck to his convictions. And Flame realized sadly that she would never have loved this man were he not replete with the very high principles which rendered her desires unattainable.
So in the morning, she offered no resistance when the quiet stranger insisted upon leaving. She even silenced her irate father, who swore that Steve was an irresponsible fool who should be restrained for his own good.
“It’s no use, Dad ‑ can’t you see that?” she asked. “He must lead his own life, even if it means the end of his life.”
Pablo Steinmetz desisted, grumbling. And Steve Baxter set out again upon his desperate Odyssey.
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Downtown he travelled, jostled and crowded to the point of hysteria, blinded by the flash of neon against chrome, deafened by the incessant city noises. He came at last into a region of proliferating signs:
one way
do not enter
keep off the median
closed sundays and holidays
closed weekdays
left lane MUST turn left!
Winding through this maze of conflicting commands, he stumbled accidentally into that vast stretch of misery known as Central Park. Before him, as far as the eye could see, every square foot of land was occupied by squalid lean‑tos, mean teepees, disreputable shacks, and noisome stews. His sudden appearance among the brutalized park inhabitants excited comment, none of it favourable. They got it into their heads that he was a health inspector, come to close down their malarial wells, slaughter their trichinoidal hogs, and vaccinate their scabrous children. A mob gathered around him, waving their crutches and mouthing threats.
Luckily, a malfunctioning toaster in Central Ontario triggered off a sudden blackout. In the ensuing panic, Steve made good his escape.
But now he found himself in an area where the street signs had long ago been torn down to confuse the tax assessors. The sun was hidden behind a glaring white overcast. Not even a compass could be used because of the proximity of vast quantities of scrap iron ‑ all that remained of the city’s legendary subway system.
Steve Baxter realized that he was utterly and hopelessly lost.
Yet he persevered, with a courage surpassed only by his ignorance. For uncounted days he wandered through the nondescript streets, past endless brownstones, mounds of plate glass, automobile cairns, and the like. The superstitious inhabitants refused to answer his questions, fearing he might be an FBI man. He staggered on, unable to obtain food or drink, unable even to rest for fear of being trampled by the crowds.
A kindly social worker stopped him just as Baxter was about to drink from a hepatitic fountain. This wise grey‑haired old man nursed him back to health in his own home ‑ a hut built entirely of rolled newspapers near the moss‑covered ruins of Lincoln Centre. He advised Baxter to give up his impetuous quest and to devote his life to assisting the wretched, brutalized, superfluous masses of humanity that pullulated on all sides of him.
It was a nobta ideal, and Steve came near to wavering; but then, as luck would have it, he heard the latest race results on the social worker’s venerable Hallicrafter.
Many of the contestants had met their fate in urban‑idiosyncratic ways. Freihoff St John had been imprisoned for second‑degree litterbugging. And the party that crossed the Verrazzano Bridge had subsequently disappeared into the snow‑capped fastnesses of Brooklyn Heights and had not been heard from again.
Baxter realized that he was still in the running.
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His spirits were considerably lifted when he started forth once again. But now he fell into an overconfidence more dangerous than the most profound depression. Journeying rapidly to the south, he took advantage of a traffic lull to step on to an express walkaway. He did this carelessly, without a proper examination of the consequences.
Irrevocably committed, he found to his horror that he was on a one‑way route, no turns permitted. This walkaway, he now saw, led non‑stop to the terra incognita of Jones Beach, Fire Island, Patchogue, and East Hampton.
The situation called for immediate action. To his left was a blank concrete wall. To his right there was a waist‑high partition marked ’no vaulting allowed between 12:00
noon and 12:00 midnight, tuesdays, thursdays and saturdays’.
Today was Tuesday afternoon ‑ a time of interdiction. Nevertheless, without hesitation, Steve vaulted over the barrier.
Retribution was swift and terrible. A camouflaged police car emerged from one of the city’s notorious ambushes. It bore down upon him, firing wildly into the crowd. (In this unhappy age, the police were required by law to fire wildly into the crowd when in pursuit of a suspect.)
Baxter took refuge in a nearby candy store. There, recognizing the inevitable, he tried to give himself up. But this was not permitted because of the overcrowded state of the prisons. A hail of bullets kept him pinned down while the stern‑faced policemen set up mortars and portable flame‑throwers.
It looked like the end, not only of Steve Baxter’s hopes, but of his very life. Lying on the floor among gaudy jawbreakers and brittle liquorice whips, he commended his soul to God and prepared to meet his end with dignity.
But his despair was as premature as his earlier optimism had been. He heard sounds of a disturbance and, raising his head, saw that a group of armed men had attacked the police car from the rear. Turning to meet this threat, the men in blue were enfiladed from the flank and wiped out to the last man.
Baxter came out to thank his rescuers and found Flame O’Rourke Steinmetz at their head. The beautiful bandit girl had been unable to forget the soft‑spoken stranger. Despite the mumbled objections of her drunken father, she had shadowed Steve’s movements and come to his rescue.
The black‑hatted men plundered the area with noisy abandon. Flame and Steve retired to the shadowy solitude of an abandoned Howard Johnson’s restaurant. There, beneath the peeling orange gables of a gentler more courteous age, a tremulous love scene was enacted between them. It was no more than a brief, bittersweet interlude, however. Soon, Steve Baxter plunged once again into the ravening maelstrom of the city.
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Advancing relentlessly, his eyes closed to slits against the driving smog storm and his mouth a grim white line in the lower third of his face, Baxter won through to 49th Street and 8th Avenue. There, in an instant, conditions changed with that disastrous suddenness typical of a Jungle City.
While crossing the street, Baxter heard a deep, ominous roar. He realized that the traffic light had changed. The drivers, frenzied by days of waiting and oblivious to minor obstacles, had simultaneously floored their accelerators. Steve Baxter was directly in the path of a vehicular stampede.
Advance or retreat across the broad boulevard was clearly impossible. Thinking fast, Baxter flung aside a manhole cover and plunged underground. He made it with perhaps a half‑second to spare. Overhead, he heard the shrieks of tortured metal and the heavy impact of colliding vehicles.
He continued to press ahead by way of the sewer system. This network of tunnels was densely populated, but was marginally safer than the surface roads. Steve encountered trouble only once, when a jackroller attacked him along the margin of a sediment tank.
Toughened by his experiences, Baxter subdued the bravo and took his canoe ‑ an absolute necessity in some of the lower passageways. Then he pushed on, paddling all the way to 42nd Street and 8th Avenue before a flash flood drove him to the surface.
Now, indeed, his long‑desired goal was near to hand. Only one more block remained; one block, and he would be at the Times Square Land Office!
But at this moment he encountered the final, shattering obstacle that wrote finis to all his dreams.
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In the middle of 42nd Street, extending without visible limit to the north and south, there was a wall. It was a cyclopean structure, and it had sprung up overnight in the quasi‑sentient manner of New York’s architecture. This, Baxter learned, was one side of a gigantic new upper‑middle‑income housing project. During its construction, all traffic for Times Square was being re‑routed via the Queens‑Battery Tunnel and the East 37th Street Shunpike.
Steve estimated that the new route would take him no less than three weeks and would lead him through the uncharted Garment District. His race, he realized, was over.
Courage, tenacity and righteousness had failed; and, were he not a religious man, Steve Baxter might have contemplated suicide. With undisguised bitterness, he turned on his little transistor radio and listened to the latest reports.
Four contestants had already reached the Land Office. Five others were within a few hundred yards of the goal, coming in by the open southern approaches. And, to compound Steve’s misery he heard that Freihoff St John, having received a plenary pardon from the governor, was on his way once more, approaching Times Square from the east.
At this blackest of all possible moments, Steve felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned and saw that Flame had come to him again. Although the spirited girl had sworn to have nothing further to do with him, she had relented. This mild, even‑tempered man meant more to her than pride; more, perhaps, than life itself.
What to do about the wall? A simple matter for the daughter of a bandit chief! If one could not go around it or through it or under it, why, one must then go over it! And to this purpose she had brought ropes, boots, pitons, crampons, hammers, axes ‑ a full complement of climbing equipment. She was determined that Baxter should have one final chance at his heart’s desire ‑ and that Flame O’Rourke Steinmetz should accompany him, and not accept no for an answer!
They climbed, side by side, up the building’s glass‑smooth expanse. There were countless dangers ‑ birds, aircraft, snipers, wise guys ‑ all the risks of the unpredictable city. And, far below, old Pablo Steinmetz watched, his face like corrugated granite.
After an eternity of peril, they reached the top and started down the other side—
And Flame slipped!
In horror Baxter watched the slender girl fall to her doom in Times Square, to die impaled upon the needle‑sharp point of a car’s aerial. Baxter scrambled down and knelt beside her, almost out of his head with grief.
And, on the other side of the wall, old Pablo sensed that something irrevocable had happened. He shuddered, his mouth writhed in anticipation of grief, and he reached blindly for a bottle.
Strong hands lifted Baxter to his feet. Uncomprehendingly, he looked up into the kindly red face of the Federal land clerk.
It was difficult for him to realize that he had completed the race. With curiously deadened emotions, he heard how St John’s pushiness and hauteur had caused a riot in the explosive Burmese Quarter of East 42nd Street, and how St John had been forced to claim sanctuary in the labyrinthine ruins of the Public Library, from which refuge he still had not been able to extricate himself.
But it was not in Steve Baxter’s nature to gloat, even when gloating was the only conceivable response. All that mattered to him was that he had won, had reached the Land Office in time to claim the last remaining acre of land.
All it had cost was effort and pain, and the life of a young bandit girl.
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Time was merciful; and some weeks later, Steve Baxter was not thinking of the tragic events of the race. A Government jet had transported him and his family to the town of Cormorant in the Sierra Nevada mountains. From Cormorant, a helicopter brought them to their prize. A leathery Land Office marshal was on hand to greet them and to point out their new freehold.
Their land lay before them, sketchily fenced, on an almost vertical mountainside. Surrounding it were other similarly fenced acres, stretching as far as the eye could see. The land had recently been strip‑mined; it existed now as a series of gigantic raw slashes across a dusty, dun‑coloured earth. Not a tree or a blade of grass could be seen. There was a house, as promised; more precisely, there was a shack. It looked as if it might last until the next hard rain.
For a few minutes the Baxters stared in silence. Then Adele said, “Oh, Steve.”
Steve said, “I know.”
“It’s our new land,” Adele said.
Steve nodded. “It’s not very ‑ pretty.” he said hesitantly.
“Pretty? What do we care about that?” Adele declared.
“It’s ours, Steve, and there’s a whole acre of it! We can grow things here, Steve!”
“Well, maybe not at first—”
“I know, I know! But we’ll put this land back into shape, and then we’ll plant it and harvest it! We’ll live here, Steve! Won’t we?”
Steve Baxter was silent, gazing over his dearly won land. His children ‑ Tommy and blonde little Amelia ‑ were playing with a clod of earth. The US marshal cleared his throat and said, “You can still change your mind, you know.”
“What?” Steve asked.
“You can still change your mind, go back to your apartment in the city. I mean, some folks think it’s sorta crude out here, sorta not what they was expecting.”
“Oh, Steve, no!” his wife moaned.
“No, Daddy, no!” his children cried.
“Go back!’ Baxter asked. “I wasn’t thinking of going back. I was just looking at it all. Mister, I never saw so much land all in one place in my whole life!”
“I know,” the marshal said softly. “I been twenty years out here and the sight of it still gets to me.”
Baxter and his wife looked at each other ecstatically. The marshal rubbed his nose and said, “Well. I reckon you folks won’t be needin’ me no more.” He exited unobtrusively.
Steve and Adele gazed out over their land. Then Adele said, “Oh, Steve, Steve! It’s all ours! And you won it for us ‑ you did it all by yourself!”
Baxter’s mouth tightened. He said very quietly, “No, honey, I didn’t do it all alone. I had some help.”
“Who, Steve? Who helped you?”
“Some day I’ll tell you about it,” Baxter said. “But right now ‑ let’s go into our house.”
Hand in hand they entered the shack. Behind them, the sun was setting in the opaque Los Angeles smog. It was as happy an ending as could be found in the latter half of the twenty‑first century.
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