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THE French lines were ten miles 
away and there were more than 
forty thousand warriors from the 
Riff in the region. The small 

blockhouse of El Hamel, isolated on the 
crest of a tawny hill, had entered its 
period of agony. 

The High Command had informed the 
commander by optical telegraph that no 
attempt could be made to rescue the 
survivors of the garrison, and that the 
situation must be faced "with the avail
able resources of the Post." There were 
twenty-one men left out of over forty-
twenty-one men worn down by fatigue, 
hunger and thirst, by intense heat and 
constant suffering. And there remained 
but nine cartridges to a man. 

A question of hours. 
Du Chartel, lieutenant in charge, was 

very young. He had volunteered for 
Moroccan service six months before, 
upon leaving school. Whether isola
tion, the worry over his responsibility, 
had driven him mad or whether there 
was a flaw in his character is not im
portant. But upon receiving the mes
sage which ended all hope he shot him
self. 

Of the score remaining alive, only 
two were white, sergeants both, Pertuy 
and Lebeau, Colonial infantrymen. The 
nineteen blacks were resigned and pa
tient. Fetishists from the Benin Zone 
or Moslems from Senegal and Sudan, 
they accepted Fate easily, without men
tal perturbation. They were aware 
that there were several hundred kilo
grams of explosives under the Post, 
and that one of the white men would 
touch them off when the time came. 
They knew that they would die. And 
they grinned and shouted, fought as 
best they knew, and saw no reason to 
complain. 

Both Pertuy and Lebeau were vet
erans. Together, they counted over 
forty years of service. They had roamed 
from the Chad to Madagascar, from 
Mauritania to the Tonkin. They had 
seen the trenches of France, gone 
through hell at the Dardanelles. They 
had reaped a fistful of medals, which 
meant nothing to anyone outside the 
army. Each one had a wife and kids 
somewhere in France. But they found 
themselves responsible for the block
house and all it contained. And they 
knew they were close to the end. 

"Too young and nervous," Pertuy 
said when he found the body in the 
small room of the mirador, near the 
telegraph apparatus. 

"Sure. Waiting's hard at his age," 
Lebeau agreed. 

"Shall we let it out to the men?" 
"What for? We have only a few 

Pertuy sat down, flashing his acknowledgment 
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hours to go. The slobs outside are be
ginning to realize we're short of ammu
nition, and they'll rush us. Without 
machine gun or grenades, what can we 
do? The men liked the kid and would 
feel badly. He usually stayed up here 
anyway, except during the attacks." 

PERTUY nodded. He picked up the 
body, laid it against the wall and 

placed a handkerchief over the face. He 
leaned through the trapdoor, spoke to 
the Negro corporal below, who had dis
covered the body. 

"You're not needed, Moussa. Get back 
to the men and say nothing. You un
derstand, nothing!" Then he picked up 
the note that the young officer had writ
ten and touched a match to it. 

"What's the idea?" Lebeau wondered. 
"His nerve was gone when he wrote 

that." Pertuy was shy and spoke 
stiffly. "He had written other letters, 
when he intended to stick and go up 
with the Post as he should. And those 

will be better reading for his people." 
The two sergeants went to the loop

holes, scanned the surroundings. There 
was the enclosure, with the swollen 
spots where corpses had been buried; 
there was the maze of tumbled masonry 
and barbed wire, through which the 
blacks moved cautiously, khaki bodies 
crested by the scarlet skullcaps. Be
yond, blasted by the ardent sun, was 
the arid slope, the boulders and meager 
bushes. They saw knots of men mov
ing about, massing out of range. 

"They're wise," Lebeau commented. 
He laughed. "With nine cartridges 
apiece, they'll get us easily. Don't know 
but the kid had the right idea. The 
charge may miss fire. In that case—" 

In that case they would be taken 
alive. Alive, while there were two hun
dred dead buried by the attackers all 
around their blockhouse, two hundred 
dead to be avenged according to moun
tain code. That was what had fright
ened Du Chartel into suicide. 

"Don't worry," Pertuy declared. "I 
fixed the detonator myself. We'll go up, 
all right." 

"They're calling us from the lines," 
Lebeau said. 

Pertuy took down the message: 

LIEUTENANT DU CHARTEL COMMANDING 
EL HAMEL YOU ARE AUTHORIZED DESTROY 
POST AND RETIRE TO LINES ACKNOWLEDGE 

"Wish that had come sooner," Lebeau 
grumbled. "It 's only ten miles, and the 
explosion would surprise the slobs out
side so that we could get a start. Bet 
you six or seven of us could make it." 

"Maybe," Pertuy admitted. He 
pointed at the body of the officer. "But 
what about him?" 

"He's dead, isn't he?" 
"Sure, he's dead. You don't get it. 

See, we'll be questioned if we get back. 
We know he was sick and tired, half 
crazy, just a kid from school. Just the 
same, he was an officer and his job was 
to stick. It would look bad—" 

"We couldn't help it—" 
"But it's bad for the regiment," Per

tuy resumed. "We're new in the lines. 
The Sixth Colonial had garrisons all 
over, so did the Legion. And they had 
nothing like this. Get i t?" 

LEBEAU produced a pipe, forgetting 
that he had no tobacco, and mechani

cally searched his pockets. 
"Sure," he granted, "it would make a 

stink." 
"Well?" 
Lebeau shrugged. "You're senior 

sergeant, you know." 
Pertuy smiled and touched his arm. 

Then he sat dovsm, and worked the key, 
flashing his acknowledgment. 

EL HAMEL TO COMMANDER MOBILE 
GROUPS MESSAGE RECEIVED GARRISON 
UNANIMOUS WISH TO DEFEND POSITION 
TRUSTED TO US TO LAST EXTREMITY 
MORALE HERE EXCELLENT GREETINGS TO 
ALL ARMY COMRADES VIVE LA FRANCE 

The two looked at each other. It 
seemed to them that if they signed 
their names to the message they would 
somehow survive, be surrounded with 
glory in their last moments. But the 
Riffs might delay their attack, the lines 
might ask what had happened to the 
lieutenant. There would be that dreaded 
development, a regimental scandal. 

Lebeau voiced this. "I t would start 
talk, cause a stink." 

"Right—" 
Pertuy sighed wearily, and his fin

gers reached for the key to flash: 
"DU CHARTEL" 
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"So, you're a soldier? Haven't they taught you that a sergeant speaking to a colonel should come to attention?" 

ADJUTANT WANSBERG had 
/% served in the French Foreign 

r ' \ Legion for twenty years and 
could have applied for a pen

sion. Although he had been born a 
German, he had long ago acquired 
French citizenship, and his seven deco
rations, nineteen citations for valor in 
action, eighteen campaigns and four 
virounds would have obtained for him a 
government position from his grateful 
adoptive country. 

But that night, on the terrace of a 
Saida Cafe, he had drained the better 
part of a bottle of cognac without 
speaking much, and I understood he was 
in a depressed mood. He was lean, 
blond and muscular, appeared ten years 
younger than his recorded age, forty-
one. Prom glamorous tales of bayonet 
fights and narrow escapes, of unbeliev
able adventures on three continents, he 
had shifted to brief, nostalgic stories of 
his boyhood. 

"You're homesick," I informed him. 
"Your present enlistment ends next 
month. Get leave and visit your home, 
have a look around. Either you'll be 
glad to come back, or you can live on 
your pension." 

He seemed startled by the suggestion. 
"I can't go home," he stated timidly. 
"Why not?" 
"I can't face my father." 
"Nonsense. You're his only son. He's 

old enough to have changed and for
given you for serving here. You haven't 
seen him in twenty years. He's around 
seventy. At that age, kinships count 
more than patriotism." 

Wansberg took a stiff drink and 
sighed. 

"Listen, I saw him once since leaving 
home. He hasn't changed. A real Prus
sian never does. And he's a real Prus-
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sian and was an army officer, too. When 
the kids came, five girls and myself, he 
had to leave the service to make more 
money outside, but he was on the re
serve list, all right. I wanted to be a 
physician, but he would have none of 
that. I had to be an officer, a Prussian 
officer, the finest type of man alive. 

"Well, I tried to. But there was an 
instructor, a captain, who took a dislike 
to me. I was young and hot-tempered. 
He was fat and slow. So, one day, I for
got myself and took a punch at him. I 
had to leave in a hurry, because that 
was a prison offense. My father dis
owned me. Forbade my mother and 
sisters to communicate with me. I was 
in Prance, without money and profes
sion. So I came to the Legion. 

"T WAS naturalized French just be-
-L fore the war, so when the fighting 

started I had no reason to refuse to 
serve in France. I hear that there were 
thousands of cases like mine in the 
American Army. Hard, at first, to do 
it, but that kind of war is impersonal 
and cold. And a guy can't help where 
life puts him and the things he's made 
to do. 

"Around nineteen sixteen, some dis
tance west of Verdun, my regiment took 
part in a big attack. What was left of 
us got to the spot we were supposed to 
go to. That's the Legion. 

"As I spoke German perfectly, the 

battalion commander used me as an in
terpreter in questioning prisoners be
fore they were taken to the rear. Sure, 
you've guessed it—a stout colonel with 
a red face and a bristling mustache d la 
Wilhelm turns out to be my father. I 
knew him at once, because his face was 
clean. But I wore a steel helmet, I was 
muddied to the back teeth, and he did 
not spot me. 

"I get sort of proud of him, he puts 
on such a swell show. Very calm, very 
dignified, he introduces himself to our 
major, laughs off military questions, 
tells him that war is war and a man 
can't expect to win every day, that the 
important thing is to win at the end, the 
way Germany is sure to win. Some
thing strange, come back from the days 
when I was a small boy and worshiped 
him, swept over me. They led him out, 
with his head high and his fat shoulders 
squared. I asked permission to leave 
for a few minutes and ran after him 
through the communication trenches. 

"I was nearly crying with emotion, 
when I caught up with him. 

" 'I'm Karl, Father,' I said. He took 
a long look, then his face was redder 
and his jaws set hard. 

" 'It is you,' he snapped. 'And as was 
to be expected, with a rabble of home
less tramps and bandits!' 

" 'Well, Father, that 's life,' I told him. 
'How's Mother, how are the girls?' 

" 'Happy,' he snapped again. 'They 

think you're dead. Get out of my way.' 
"I should have quit then. But false 

pride held me. You see, there were at 
least ten of my friends around who un
derstood what we were saying, six of 
them Germans by birth. I hated to let 
him have the last word, because without 
being wrong, he wasn't right, either. I 
decided to pass it off as a joke: 'Well, 
you wanted me to be a soldier. Father, 
and I am.' Monsieur, it's what he said 
next that broke my heart. 

" 'You're not even a good soldier,' he 
starts out. I laughed and said: 'Well, 
I'm in the Legion, and we certainly 
licked you today.' At that he smiles a 
little, draws himself straighter: 'So, 
you're a soldier? Haven't they taught 
you in that wonderful outfit of yours 
that a sergeant speaking to a colonel 
should come to attention?' " 

WANSBERG looked at his empty 
glass mournfully and reached for 

the bottle. 
"He went away without another 

word. He'll never change. What makes 
me sore is that he was right. He was 
my father, a prisoner of war, anything 
you like. But he was a colonel and I 
was a sergeant. My major had treated 
him as a superior officer, as was correct. 
I had forgotten. That's what hurts. 
You see, it's no use going home. He 
wouldn't take me seriously. I better 
stick another five years and see if I 
can't learn." 

Wansberg held the bottle poised over 
the glass for lengthening seconds, with
out pouring. I sought to follow the 
gloomy thoughts that must pervade his 
mind. But the tale had relieved him 
and he grinned. 

"Say," he concluded, "are they mak
ing these bottles smaller—or what?" 
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THE small room, a cube of whitewashed walls, 
seemed to have become very still, the Saharan 
heat to have grown more oppressive. Captain 

Gressard, recently appointed to command the 10th 
Squadron, First Foreign Regiment of Cavalry, 
watched the lieutenant's finger resting on the black 
and white designs of the large-scale regional map. 

"From there we go to the Mensif Pass, mon capi-
taine," the crisp voice continued. "We usually get 
sniped at there, as they somehow contrive to dodge 
our point scouts and lurk in wait for officers." In
voluntarily, Gressard's eyes lifted. But there had 
been no irony intended; the smooth-faced young fel
low was looking down at the map. "We're big game 
for those chaps, you know. Obviously, we cannot 
blame them." 

"Naturally not," Gressard admitted. 
His trained eye scanned the map. 
"Unless I am mistaken. Lieutenant," he observed 

casually, "that is where my predecessor was killed." 
"Right, Captain. On our last patrol in that direc

tion." The young officer paused, resumed: "Two 
shots, head and throat. He was the third in eighteen 
months to go out within a stretch of four or five hun
dred yards. There had been Captain Mongarret, then 
there was Captain Chaupas. Yes, Captain Roubaux 
was the third. You see, he would not wear a kepi 
cover like the rest of us. I argued with him again and 
again, but he was an old Legionnaire, you see, and as 
long as the others had not covered their braid, he 
wouldn't." 

"Three officers, almost in the same spot," Gres
sard repeated. "And all for want of a bit of khaki 
cloth over their kepis, eh.'" 

"Precisely, Captain. Foolishness, isn't it?" The 
lieutenant's voice was lightened by a ring of humor. 
"Imagine yourself a sniper. Captain, lying hidden 
somewhere. You see a file of cavalrymen coming 
along. Naturally, you aim at the one who attracts 
your attention first—" 

"Naturally." 
Without looking up, Gressard knew that his 

subordinate had cast a glance toward the captain's 
kepi, suspended from a hook stuck in the plaster. 
That kepi was covered by a khaki hood. 

"That will be all the information I shall need 
now. Lieutenant. Thank you. Have the men ready 
in ten minutes." 

"All right, Captain." 
The door opened and closed, 

gone; Gressard was left alone. 
"Mensif Pass," he mused, 

this squadron's commanders, 
months. I am the fourth. And just because some 
ass—that poor devil of a Chaupas probably—set the 
style for discarding the cover, I am supposed to— 
nonsense!" 

He, Gressard, was not a middle-aged schoolboy 
in uniform, anxious to parade his courage. He was 
thirty-six, with a long life ahead, a career. Courage? 
The palms and stars on his War Cross should be a 
guarantee. And even these Legionnaires must sus
pect that he had not picked up the red ribbon for valu
able contributions to French arts! 

Gressard was a temporary Legionnaire. With any 
luck, he would pick up the grade of major out here. 
Unless designated for bullets by a glistening kepi, a 
man did not run much risk. There would be almost 
one hundred targets to pick from, and he was enough 
of a gambler to risk such odds carelessly. 

He folded and cased the map, glanced a last time 
at the reports on forage, water and ammunition. This 
was a patrol, an ordinary patrol, like any other, he 
kept repeating. Perhaps the ghosts of Chaupas, 
Mongarret, Roubaux would be somewhat shocked 
that he did not imitate his predecessors. 

He knew that the Legionnaires would be disap
pointed. They dearly loved a dose of elegant foolish
ness in their chiefs. 

The young man was 

"Unhealthy spot for 
Three in eighteen 

"Mon capitaine," the crisp voice continued, "we usually get sniped at there" 

But why accept their standards? They were lost 
men—good soldiers, surely; but vainglorious, childish 
fellows. Gressard would not risk his life for their 
admiration. 

"I'm no sucker," he grumbled. 

fPHEN he passed a hand over his eyes. The heat 
•'• must be affecting him, for he experienced a sort of 

vision: He saw a half-naked, bearded, brown-skinned 
man stretched in the lee of a boulder, three hundred 
yards above Mensif Pass. He was peering down at a 
long file of mounted men on the trail below, his eyes 
seeking, seeking, as he unwound oiled rags from the 
breech of his rifle. And Gressard saw him grin, saw 
him whisper to a comrade behind him: 

"They have a new leader. One not of the Legion." 
For the sniper would know that at once. Not of 

the Legion, for a captain replacing the three who had 
died would not have worn a kepi cover. Gressard 
shook himself together with an effort. 

He buckled on his pistol holster, reached for his 

kepi and moved toward the door. It would open 
and he would see the squadron assembled before him. 
men standing by the heads of their horses, ready to 
start. To start toward the Mensif Pass, where three 
captains had been killed in eighteen months. And 
all of them would look at his head immediately! 

"Fools," he murmured. His hand was on the 
handle. 

Then he was outside, in the full light, and he saw 
their eyes centering upon him. And he saw their ex
pectant anxiety melt, saw them relax into confidence, 
saw his young officers smile. He crossed toward the 
horse that his orderly held for him, hastily stuffing 
a khaki cloth into a pocket. 

On his head, the only patch of brilliant color in the 
assembled detachment, he wore his full-dress kepi, 
shorn of any covering. It was tilted at a rakish angle, 
the broad leather peak shone, and around the black 
and red crown circled the triple loops of braid that 
branded him as the chief and the target; puerile, de
fiant braid that glittered in the dazzling light. 
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