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Like flowery fiddsthe nations stand,
Pleased with the morning light—

The flowers benesth the mowers hand,
Lay withering in the night.

| saac Wetts, 1719



Prologue
TheFdl

The man in black stood on a bacony overlooking the insde of avast warehouse in the waterfront district
of New York City. Hisreflection in the glass partition separating the bal cony from therest of the
warehouse showed how stark hislong blond hair looked against his black shirt ... and the black
background. Black. Hisuniform of choice. It wasfitting.

"How much longer?’ he asked the man named Krueger sanding beside him. Krueger was a mercenary,
and good at hisjob. The man in black had used him before.

"Soon. Thelast group will be herein afew minutes. They are stuck in traffic.”
"Whoiscoming? Tell me again what groups you have recruited.”

"We have representatives from deeper cells of our own peoplein nearly every sae. They will carry out

the most important missions. The rest assembling here are amixed bag. Patriots. Survivaists. Posse and

Aryans. All trained and willing.” Krueger chuckled, but there was nothing funny about it. “We even have
severd rdigious groups”

"How many indl?"'

"There are over ahundred people under our control—all sworn to secrecy about their assgnments. Each
of them leads agroup of their own. They won't even talk to each other."

"Do they know the real purpose of our cause?"

"Somewill guess” Krueger said. “Mogt will not. They know only what we tdll them, and what they wish
tobdieve”

Theman in black turned and glared at his companion. “Y ou told me al wasin readiness. | have brought
the wegpons with me. Disappointment at thisjuncture in timewill not be tolerated.”

"Takeit easy,” Krueger said softly. “ Our causeisthers. They dl want smpler lives. All of them mistrust
the government. To aman, they believe the collapse of the United Statesiswhat it will take to achieve
this, and that collgpse isinevitable. So, why not make it come sooner, at atime when they are ready for
it, and can contral it? They think of it asrevolution.”

"Do these groups actudly think they can retain control? Really?” His mocking tone echoed in the empty
room.

"l don't believe they understand the scope of what we are doing, or how quickly the end will come.”
Krueger gestured toward afew of the men below who, even in this gathering, were openly carrying
wespons. “And some couldn't careless.”

He returned his attention to the man in black. “ Y our predictions? The two weeks? It seems such ashort
tirrell

The man surveyed Krueger, then glanced away, knowing the mercenary was one of those who didn't
care.

"Not redly, it isactudly very smple.” Themanin black held up hisfingers, one at atime. “Electricity.



Fud. Transport. Food. Thefall will comein that order. If weinterrupt these thingsfor just afew weeks,
the collapse will come. Nothing can stopit.”

"But in two weeks?’ Krueger scoffed.

"Ultimately, it isthefood. Most stores carry, at most, atwo-week supply of canned goods. Some have
more, some | ess. Perishable goods will spoil more quickly. So, if thereis no ectricity to run the
refrigerators, everything will spoil. People won't be able to eat the perishables quickly enough and most
won't even understand that they should try."

Krueger'sinterest finadly piqued. “Portable generators? Loca power plants?”

"Where do you get the fud to run the generators? And, there are never enough of them, even when there
isasmall power outage. Gas pumps need power. Hand pumps take along time, and by then people will
be killing for possession of what above ground tanks there are. If the trucks have no fuel and cannot
deliver food, then the masses will be hungry. Even though people can go severd weeks without eating,
they will be hungry in three days. Hungry people do terrible, desperate things."

Themanin black smiled mirthlesdy a Krueger. “There will be millions of hungry people.”
"Wheat of the government agencies?’

"Ah, atrue Socidist waiting for agovernment program to bail you out. Oh, the government will try to
cope. FEMA and the Red Cross will send people to assess the situation. Governorswill call out the
Nationd Guard. By thetimethey get everything mobilized, and redize they must release their own
stockpiles of fuel, and start food drops, it will betoo late. The same problemswill apply when other
countriestry to help. They will try, but it will betoo late. There Smply will not betime."

"In the end, what isit you hope to achieve?'

The man in black turned a cold smile on him. “Chaos. Wewant it al to come down. Nothing lessis
acceptable.”

Krueger pointed toward the floor. “ The last group has arrived.”

The man in black stalked toward the door. “ Then let it begin.”

* k k %
Krueger listened as the planning and lectures began. Two weeks.

Hand-held tactical weapons could not penetrate the nuclear and hydroelectric power stations. Everyone
knew that. All the dite univerdty think tanks and government experts proclaimed the premiseimpossible,
S0 everyone believed it. Facilities were hardened and guarded. The security around al key facilities
Stayed on high dert.

"The solutionissmple,” the man in black had remongtrated. “Y our groupswill detonate small tactical
nukes and conventional explosives around the perimeter of your targets, which will take out dl the trunk
lines ddlivering eectricity from the power stations. It will also leave strategic areas so hot with radiation,
repair will beimpossible. Mogt of the dectrica gridswill go down immediately. The onesthat hold on
won't be able to isolate themsalves quick enough. Like along row of dominoes, one after the other the
gridswill drop off line. The nation will go dark.

"The government has huge stock piles of fud, but will refuseto alocate it to the transportation system,
whichinturn ddivers and disperses most of the food to the country. With the rest of theworldina



congtant state of chaos, and fearing an imminent attack from abroad, the United States Government will
confiscate al shipments of fuel and earmark it for the military. And without dectricity, only fud storedin
above ground tanks will be obtained easily by the people. In lessthan aweek, the largest trangportation
system in the world will stop moving.

"Millions of people living in the huge metropalitan areas have to buy food everyday from markets or
restaurantsto survive.

"Millions of people will be hungry. Millions of people will begin to move. There won't be any placeto go.
Peoplewill die. Millions..."

* k k %

Within thefirst year of thefal, at least eighty percent of the population died. After atime, eventhe
military units stopped trying to cope, and pulled back to the east and west coasts, reasoning that the
coagtal waters could support at least arudimentary existence.

The peoplein theinterior of the United States, from the Allegheniesto the Rockies, were on their own.
Expertswould have predicted surviva of thefittest, but in fact, it was mostly surviva of the lucky.

Within afew years of what people called ‘ The Fal', an old breed of man began to re-emerge; survivors
with pioneer spirit, relying on no one but themselves. By necessity, the country evolved into a culture of
shoot first and ask questionslater. Slowly, the people began to start building again. Slowly. In the new
America, death isawaysjust around the corner, and a heartbeat away.



Chapter 1

Quiail exploded into the air, leaving the clump of sumac with rocket-likeforce. In the silence following
their departure, smal brown feathers drifted dowly to the ground in the filtered sunlight washing over the
smal clearing intheforest.

John Trent |eft hishorsein along dive, ralling up behind alog next to thetrail. After theinitid flurry of
movement, he became completely till. Trent tried to blink away the sweet trickling into hiseyes. A black
wood ant, flushed from the crumbling bark of thelog, crawled across his knuckles. Trent ill did not
move. Thiswasthe new frontier. Thefirst to move often becamethefirst to die, and he did not intend to
die

He cast aquick glance a his horse standing afew feet away, a horse that seemed very unconcerned with
the actions of its master. A big help you are. The horse did not even glance hisway, entertained instead
by cropping grass a the edge of thetrail and swatting flieswith itstail. Bunched clumps of tall fescue
seemed to be the only thing holding the horse's attention. The roan gelding seemed unaware of any
danger, and it was usualy agood sentry, especialy where other people were concerned. Maybe
something e se had flushed the covey of quall. Maybe a fox or coyote. Maybe.

He sighed as his glance went to the |leather saddlebags with the circle brand of U.S Army. Experience
told him if someone wanted the courier bags, they would have tried for the horse right away. He had
been a courier between the few remaining army outposts left on the new frontier for the last three years.
Documents in the bag were of little interest to most folks. What was eft of the army wasimpotent at
best, rarely conjuring up anything but disdain and contempt.

That |eft one other dternative. Someone wanted him, and not for amoment did he consider any other
option. There were hunters out there, and he wasthe prey.

Trent took stock of hiswespons. The black SK'S Paratrooper, with its thirty round magazine, folding
stock and bayonet, wasin its boot on the saddle and asfar away as next weeks rabbit stew. The 9mm
sngle action Ruger, hisfighting knife, and a sore shoulder from rolling over thelog, were dl he had with
him. They would haveto do.

He suddenly had a humorous thought. In the old books, the hero would whistle for his horse and it would
come bounding up, eager to save the day. This horse would end up sixty miles away if he whistled at
it.

Norma sounds gradually came back to the forest, cregping on silent feet and whispering in thewind. The
curious brown thrush and raucous blue jays finally went about their business, throwing disgusted looks
back at the bushes where nothing was moving anymore. It was hard for them to be nature's sentinels
when there was nothing to see.

In the distance, Trent could hear amockingbird making itsidiot cals. Closer in, amarmot came out of its
burrow, nose up to the wind, red fur shimmering in the sun, deciding it was safe to go back to digging
roots. A bumblebee came and went in an avalanche of sound, shattering the silence. Itsfat body tagged
by scientists as being unableto fly, the bee navigated effortlesdy through the trees.

Curang slently, chiding himsdf for not keeping better watch, Trent began adow scan around the
surrounding forest. The day was hot, too hot for early May, and the small brown lizard perched on the
log just inchesfrom Trent's eyes was panting to rid itsalf of the heat. Looking at the lizard directed his
eyesto thelog he hid behind. No wonder the ants were out in force. Thelog was so rotten he could



practically seethrough it. Nice protection.

Minutes later, Trent eased his position alittle, moving hisleather-handled hunting knife around for a better
grip. Thewide, heavy blade, honed razor sharp, was used for everything from shaving to cutting wood.
Under his heavy buckskin shirt, swest ran in rivulets down his body, and pooled in the small of his back.
Trent's mouth was cotton bal dry and the canteen hanging on his saddlie momentarily distracted him. But,
wishing wouldn't bring it to him.

The grazing horse snapped its head up, and the raiders leaped out of the undergrowth. Where nothing
had been but low bushes and rocks and afew forest ferns, appeared haf-naked men burned brown by
the sun. Disdaining the use of firearms, true to their newfound mantra, the raiders favored knives and
clubs. Thefirst raider came over the bushesin amagnificent leap, brandishing a knobby-ended club,
screaming in primeva fury.

The man's blood-curdling cry was abruptly cut short as Trent's knife buried itself just under his
breastbone with an audible thump. While the first raider did loosdly to the ground, the second came
bounding in. Still on his knees behind the log, and out of position to do anything else, Trent reluctantly
palmed his gun and fired. The dug took the running man in the chest and jerked him backwardsto the
ground. Hearing agrunt behind him, Trent whirled in aflurry of leaves and swesat and partialy evaded a
swipe at hisbelly with aknife. He winced as the blade swept away, then blocked an overhand stab from
the young raider. Trent's Ruger flew from his swesty hands.

It was obvious no one had ever taught the young raider how to fight with aknife, and he was not old
enough to have learned from experience the vulnerability of an overhand stab. He should have stayed
with the Sdeways dashing that |eft the burning gashin Trent'sside.

Even though hewas just aboy, theraider did not have any moretimeto learn. School was over and this
wasthefina exam. Therewasaman-sized knifein the raider's hands, and ared sense of urgency driving
Trent. If there were more raiders around, the sound of the shot would bring them in droves.

Trent, stepping quickly insde the boy's downward swing, caught hiswrist and twisted the attacker'sarm
around and up behind his back. Heaving upward to didocate the shoulder, the knife came away in
Trent's hand. Hearing another raider coming from behind, he shoved the screaming boy away, dashing
histhroat |eft to right in ashower of blood. Pivoting on the follow-through, Trent faced the last raider
amid the retching sounds of the boy behind him drowning in his own blood.

Trent crouched with hisweight on the bals of hisfeet, lightly holding the captured knife with the cutting
edge up and wishing he could dry hisbloodied hands. He willed his breathing to dow, but his heart
trip-hammered in his chest.

Except for the one shot, this encounter had been relatively quiet. Trent wanted it to Stay that way.
Radersrarely traveled in large groups, so there was agood chance thiswas dl there were of this bunch.
He glanced around for his own knife, but it wastoo far away and he could not easily get to it. Looking
quickly around for more raiders and not seeing any, John Trent returned his gaze to the man before him.

The last raider, standing well over six feet and heavily muscled, confident of his prowess, had seen Trent
glance toward his own blade.

"Go ahead,” said the grinning raider, with an expangve gesture toward the body holding Trent'sknife, “I'll
wait."

Trent, warily watching the big man, walked over and retrieved hisknife, taking histime as he wiped the
blood off on hisvictim'sjeans. He stood drying his hands on his pant legs, waiting for the raider to make



hismove.

The man walked around flexing his muscles, putting on ashow of loasening up, preening and showing of f
before hisnext kill. He had crazy looking eyesthat never left Trent, or the hand that held the knife. One
man had aready been logt to Trent's knife throwing skill.

Trent knew he could not match this man on strength aone. He did not intend to try.

"You'e pretty good,” theraider said. “Y ou took care of them three boysreal fast, but don't you get your
hopes up. | am better than them. | have killed lots of men better than you, and I'm going to gut you like a
pig. You afraid of dying, boy?'

John Trent smiled coldly. *Y ou going to talk meto death?"

The smile faded from the raiders face. He contemplated Trent for amoment. “No, boy. I'll usethis” He
raised his wide-bladed knife toward Trent.

With ashout, the raider lunged, the point of hisknife held forward like aspear, hoping to catch Trent by
surprise. Trent faded to one sSide, seeming to narrowly evade the lunge, but the move kept him close
enough for his blade to flick out and nick the man'sarm.

Blood welling from the smdl cut, the raider snarled. “ Y ou'll have to do better than that, boy."

Furioudy, the raider attacked Trent with broad sweeps and furious lunges, and the smdll clearing came
aivewith the sound of clashing stedl. Both men were bregthing heavily and, asif by common consent,
stood apart amoment. Trent remained calm as he watched the man before him, aman whose arms and
shoulders were covered with blood—a man who wastiring quickly because of what he thought was
inggnificant blood loss.

Trent glanced cautioudy from side to side. This encounter was taking too long. Every second he stayed in
this placeincreased his danger. He needed to end it.

With acurse, theraider renewed his attack, sweeping wide with his blade and giving Trent the
opportunity he needed. Slapping the knife aside with hisfree hand, Trent came in under the outstretched
arm and buried his own wegpon in the belly of the big raider. He pulled the blade up and over in afigure
seven. Then, placing hisleft hand on the raider's chest, pushed him away. It was short and brutal, leaving
no chancefor retaiation.

The man sat on the ground, vainly trying to hold his ssomach together, looking at Trent with a shocked
expression as his heart pumped hislife away through hisfingers. The big raider tried to say something, but
ran out of time. Hefd| over sdewaysinto the leaves, hisfina breath leaving in along sgh that rustled the
grassinfront of him.

Panting heavily, Trent quickly looked around him, while retrieving the Ruger and wiping dirt and leaves
from the action. A flicker of movement, away in thetrees, drew his attention. He froze, watching and
ligening. Nothing. Sipping his Ruger into its holster, he mounted the gelding, pulling the SKSfromits
boot as he settled in the saddle.

The encounter had left him unhurt, except for the shallow cut on his side. He glanced back at the raiders.
Some might think him lucky, but he knew it was more than that. Like the ancient Berserkers, who went
wild in battle, bare-chested when others wore armor, this fury waswith him, even asa child, fighting with
pointed sticks. Those sticks hurt, and more often than not, Trent would lash out in fury unleashed by a
stinging wound from an opponent. Sometimes people caled hisfury bravery, but he could never accept



that. Anyone who was not scared spitlessin afight wasafool.

Trent looked at the men who had attacked him. Y oung, dirty, and getting no older. Looking at the boy,
he felt awave of sadnesswash over him. Even the young ones caught the raiding frenzy. Trent had killed
many timesin the past. Always, the young ones bothered him the most.

With most of the country returned to avirgin wilderness, no one seemed to want to put out the effort to
stleit again. You would think people could find something better to do with their time than prey
on what survivors were |eft. But after the Fall and the collgpse of civilization, the killing and fighting had
become away of life. When would it end?

John Trent looked around the clearing one last time and suddenly felt tired. The one thing he wanted most
from life was peace and quiet. With asudden burst of clarity, he knew hewas not likely to get either. He
wasin the wrong business.

* k% k %

The man standing a the window was o large he blotted out the sunlight. His mottled black and green
uniform was severdly pressed, the creases Straight and sharp. The gold clusters of acolone in the United
States Army adorned his shoulders and glittered in the light.

His gaze lingered on the street below, noting nothing in particular, but acutely aware of dl that passed
below him. It had become aritua for him. Always hoping for change ... but never finding any.

The street bel ow appeared to be controlled confusion at best. It was busy at thistime of day, choked
with horses, wagons, and an occasiona motored vehicle whose type and looks were limited only by their
owner'simagination.

"Look a al this, Fred.” The colonel spoketo his adjutant standing behind him. “When wefirst came
here, this street was full of trangport trucks, and dl-terrain armored vehicles. And tanks. Hell, we even
had tanks! Our men controlled the town, the countryside, and al the roads in and out of camp. We were
in charge. Now look at it. Horses and wagons, for God's sake. It lookslike the 1800s all over again. The
civilians are better armed than the soldiers. We are losing men from our units every day, and we don't
know if they have been killed, or if they just got tired of it al and walked away."

"How did weloseit, Sr?” Thelieutenant's voice was close to sounding bored, a dangerous situation
because the colonel would not tolerate boredom.

Colonel Bonham did not turn away from the window. There was not any doubt of what his adjutant
meant by the question. He and Lieutenant Fred Saints had discussed this subject many times before. It
haunted the minds of those men who werein power. Then ... and now.

"It was easy, Fred. Y ou know that. It was so damned easy and predictable. The American people just
would not believe it was happening. Europe, sure, they werefighting dl the time anyway. China, maybe
30, with the billions of people they have, but not to us. Not to the good old U. S. of A. What hasit been
sncethe Fal? Twenty years?

"It started out like abad Sci-fi movie. The economy was a bust, businesses folding up by the thousands.
The value of the dollar was dropping like arock, and congress did not have a clue, Fred. Not one
damned clue. They were so and retentive, the whole bunch looked like a chocolate donut.”

Smiling, Lieutenant Saintsinterjected, “ And the rest of the world?*

"Jesus, what amess,” the colond responded, never missing a beat. “ Every country in the world got mad



at somebody. Europe, Africa, Asa, South America, and we had to send troopsto al of them. Trying to
police the world. What awaste. The United Nations was an impotent bunch of backdiders afraid of their
own shadows and corrupt to the man."

"It was the anger then?” Saintssaid.

"Oh yeah, that and the floods and plague, and every other damned impaossible thing that could go wrong.”

" Speaking of which..."

The colond finally turned from the window. “Jesus, Fred. Y ou have been waving that paper around all
morning. | give up. | surrender. What isit? My discharge?’

The adjutant's haunted gaze held the colonel's for amoment and he ignored the old joke that usualy
resulted in alaugh.

"We got this by courier. There have been fresh outbreaks of plague back East. They say alot of the
water is bad. The whole thing may be starting over again, at least among al the people who drifted back
tothebig cities”

"Oh, that's just wonderful.” The colond glanced sharply at the adjutant as he somped toward amap on
thewadl. “I'mredly glad you shared that with me, Fred.”

"Sir, the dispatch does say the GDCC isworking on avaccine."

"Right, the Government Disease Control Center.” Colond Bonham's hard sounding voice oozed
sarcasm. “With what, for Christ's sake? There have not been any pharmaceuticals made in twenty years,
Fred. What are they going to do, throw sticks at it? Bring in some witch doctor and scare it away? Cut
open achicken and look at the entrail s? The scientific community never solved it twenty years ago, and
they will not now.

"Look at thismap, Lieutenant. This Ozark Project hasto go through. It may be our last hope. Were
gtting right by one of the few safe areas|eft in the United States.”

A pointer gppeared in hishand asif by magic, and he began to lecture his adjutant. “ Do you seethis
section of the Mark Twain Nationd Forest? It isawildernessin there. Mountains and hills covered with
forest and grass. Thewater isclear and cold with the hillsfull of dl the game you want. Some settlements
even havethelr own eectricity. Run it from old grigmillson therivers. It isjust Stting there, reedy and
waiting for us. It isthe best chance for our people to survive and start again. Over the last year, we have
been gathering some of the best people we can find. The best minds, people with the talent to rebuild.
Wevegot at leadt fifty familiesthat we can put in there.”

"Then what isthe problem?” Saintssaid.

The colond stood logt in thought. Finally, he said, “Now that they are assembled, I'm afraid to send them
in. | am not too sure they would go anyway."

"Raders”

Nodding, the colone turned back the map and pointed to northern Arkansas. “We have Big Springs right
hereinthe middle and it is a perfect spot for a settlement. They have their own water supply, dectricity,
and the works. They raided some hillbilly theme park nearby called Silver something or other, and from
the old technology saved from the past, they now have leather working shops, bakeries, a placeto cure
meat, and enough farm land around close to raise whest for bread.”



He paused for amoment. “ The area a so has more raiders per square mile than adog hasfleas. The
placeis getting crowded.”

"I'm surprised the raiders haven't taken everything over."

The colone grinned at his adjutant. “ They have the same problem we do. Those red-necked Ozark
hillbillies are stubborn as they come, and they do not move easy. Their places areisolated and hard to get
to. And generdly, they arewell defended.”

The Colond pointed with his marker to the top of the map. “ Jeremiah Starking has closeto five hundred
people here on the Upper Jacks Fork, northeast of Big Springs. Men, women, and kids. Maybe a
hundred of them fighting men. Heis ex-military and knowswhat heis doing. His people have not turned
rader yet, but they are not far fromiit. If anyone takes over, he would be the one. | do not think it will be
long before he decidesto move into the area. Troubleis, it will not support al of them, and ustoo. He
has some of his mercenariesin there now, stirring up things, seeing who isin charge and who they need to
get rid of. From our last digpatch, we also know Pagan Reevesis there, and no one seemsto know
which side heison. The last report we had, Reeves was completely out of control.”

"We have enough troopsto..."
"That isnot an option, Lieutenant.”
"What about the other Regiond Commanders? Can't they send in troops?’ Saints asked, stubbornly.

The colond glared a hisunderling. “Y ou still don't understand. We havelost two patrolsin the last
month. Our soldiers are not woodsmen. Theraidersare. We are like the English going against the
American Indian. They are eating us aivein there. But what acompany of soldiers can't do, might be
done with just one man. If heistheright man."

"It would be suicide"

"Maybe, but he might buy us enough timeto get our men trained. If our man can keep them busy long
enough...”

"I suppose you have someonein mind?’ the adjutant said reluctantly, as though he dready knew the
answe.

"Sure. John Trent. Do you remember the plan that passed through here last month about reinstating the
United States Marsha Corp? | think we have our firgt recruit.”

"But, S, begging your pardon, | know he was your son-in-law for atime, but do you think that's wise?
Some people say he isworse than the raiders. Remember Caplinger Millstwo months ago? He killed
four men, and wounded two more. The people will never stand for it."

"Oh, they'll stand for it. They will have to. No matter what you have heard, Lieutenant, John Trent isan
honest man, and fair.” The colond's voice sounded grim. “From the message we got, al that the people
at Big Springs want is protection from the raiders. Well, they will get their protection.”

The colonel looked a Saintswith eyesthat appeared hard as stedl. “Y ou don't know what kind of man
we're dedling with, do you?"'

"Y ou mean Trent. Guess not, S, other than | think heis a cold-blooded killer."

"John Trent isathrowback. Somewherein his genes are ingtincts and skills we couldn't begin to



understand.”
"You mean, likein the 1800s. Western frontier?” Saints asked.

"Not even close, Lieutenant.” The colond strode to the window again. “ All these people you see out

there, the traders, the soldiers, even the mercs and raidersto a certain degree, ill tieto civilization in
some manner. As bad asthe Fall was, thereis still enough left of modern technology to shape us. We
need thingsto survive, liketools, shdlter, and surviva equipment. And we al need other people.”

He paused amoment. “ Trent doesn't need any of those things. Y ou strip him naked and send himout in
the wild, helll come back fat and sassy, and tear your heart out.”

"I don't know much about him except he was married to your daughter, sir.” Fred Saints laughed. “1've
even heard the rumor he does not liketo fight."

The colond turned and looked directly at the lieutenant. “ That is correct. He does not. Left alone, John
Trent would not harm afly. Heisaman who is very dow to anger. However, given cause, lieutenant, the
fireingde him shows no mercy. Y ou have heard the expression * cold fire”? When angered he can
become akilling machine and makes the old SEAL teams, Delta Force, or our Enforcerslook like
choirboys. He smply does not need us. Heistotaly self-reliant.”

"S0, you think Trent will get pushed too far by the raiders and take care of some of our problems.”

"I'm counting onit.” Colonel Frank Bonham chuckled mirthlesdy. “The town of Big Springswantsa
company of soldiers. What they will get is one man. They'll get John Trent."

"Well then, if dl you say istrue, God help them.” The adjutant shook his head ruefully.

Colond Bonham snapped around and stared at his assstant. “No. God help the raiders.”

* * % %

The wind through the trees was a whispering rustle as the man on the roan gelding gazed acrossthe hills
making up the Ozark Mountainsin southern Missouri. The nearer hills gppeared sharp in the morning
light; amura etched in different shades of green and brown, broken by gray limestone outcroppings, cliff
faces, and an occasiond abandoned farmhouse. Dark, successive hills gradudly faded awvay inthe mist.
The fresh breeze would soon push away the haze, reveding deep valleys and high mountainous hills
choked with so much scrub brush and vegetation it was nearly impossible to pass through unless you
knew the way. The oak and maple trees spread a canopy over the forest, while pine and cedar tried to
soak up what sunlight passed through the leaves above.

John Trent felt a peace as he relaxed in the saddle, sitting well back from the cliff face, close under the
shade of an old gnarled oak. Heidly reached out and touched the dark, crusty bark, feding itstexture
through fingers as hardened as the tree, and wondered how many of natures denizens made their homein
thisone old tree. The tree had taken al the punishment time could give it; its bark twisted and hardened
by theforces of nature, yet still keeping its uniformity in shape and size. For over ahundred years,
judging by its sze, the oak had stood, benignly watching the parade of humanity pass through these hills.
Of course, there was not much of a parade anymore. Nature had taken care of that too.

It was much the same with the man, for his body too had stood the test of time. It had been hardened
and tempered by the fires of surviva until he was as much a product of nature asthe oak. The difference
was ... he could fed and see, and because of those things ... know regret. The oak would never fedl
regret, or get tired of itslife. The man envied the oak for that smplicity.



The tiredness often dumping Trent's shoulders was not physical. Mogtly, it wasamenta sate. On
occasion, in somber moments of reflection, he marveled at the sensel essness of what theworld had
become. He could fed the emotions coming up in him, agusher that, even when capped, ill let rivulets
escape. It wasliketrying to stop the leaks in adam with your fingers. At some point, you ran out of

fingers

He understood how the raiders felt, which was one thing separating him from his peers. The other scouts
and couriersin the Combined Armed Forces, USA, just reacted, without caring, to whatever happened
to be going on. The raider did not fed despair or remorse of any kind. It was anger! Theirswasan
impotent rage at the world for becoming such aplace. Anger, because the world had lost so much.
Anger, because death seemed to be the easy, if not only, way out. In death, you were not hungry, or
cold, or so damned tired you couldn't stand up. In death, you were not afraid to close your eyes at night
to ret, fearing some other raider who was just as scared and cold as you, may sneak up and cut your
throat for the blanket were wrapped up in. Raider! The very word brought fear to the eyes of army and
settlement people dike. Their mantrawas smple, in that they had no plans, other than to just livefor the
day. Anyone not in their group was an enemy. Do not trust anyone, and never ... ever ... show weskness.

John Trent had been on the fringes of thisfor years. He had joined the Army at the age of seventeen.
Like so many people, all he wanted was a guarantee of a place to deep, and food to eat. He got his
wish. But, the price he paid was involvement in more border wars and peacekeeping missions than he
cared to think about.

The remarkable event known asthe Fall had started years before, like adow growing cancer, then
spread like wildfire through the country. No one knew or cared what started the plague. Trent did not
even want to know who to hate. It just did not matter anymore. Back East they were dowly rebuilding.
West of the Mississppi River however, the land was lawless and brutal. Death could come at any
moment ... and often did.

John Trent had been around, and at thirty-six was aready older than the new adjusted life span of the
American mae. Riding digpatch for the Provisond Government, mainly between Army posts, he could
do what he did best. Couriers were about the only means of communication left for the Army. It took a
skilled woodsman to navigate the forests infested with raidersjust waiting to kill alonetraveler for
whatever he was carrying, especialy wegpons.

Tosurvive, Trent lived by hisown rules.
Rule one: Remain unseen and cover alot of ground.
Rule two: Never forget rule one.

John Trent had anatura ability, born in the gene pool of ancestors he never knew. Asachild, helived
close to the woods, and would always retreat to the cool confines of the forest whenever he needed to
get away. Once in the Combined Forces, dl his assignments had been in the jungles of Centrd America,
South America, and Southeast Asia

Now, on the new frontier of his own country, Trent rarely ventured into the settlements and | eft the Army
camps he had to visit as quickly as possible. But trouble was always near. No one could avoid it entirely.
Lately, hedid not try as much to avoid it. It seemed like, & some inner level, he was beginning to
welcomeit. Some perverse part of him knew just how good he was, and just how much better than most
others at the business of survival. He had eye-hand coordination that dazzled ordinary men. And, worst
of dl, he could fed himself becoming more callousto death and suffering every day

Y ears ago, before the Fal, one of hisinstructors had talked to Trent about killing.



"Soldiers expect to haveto kill. It istheir business. They should not expect anything else. Y &, even the
most hardened of soldierswill one day find himsdlf thinking too much about death, and hispartin
adminigeringit.”

Theingructor continued with astrong warning.

"It's not the quantity. It's the quaity. Some people just need killing. Y ou cannot reason with them and you
sure as hell cannot change them. They are rotten to the core, so you go after them for God and country
or any other reason that floats your boat. When they are dead, you toss them aside with the rest of the
garbage, because that iswhat they are. Problemis, if you are good it Sarts getting easy. Thekilling
becomes automatic and you find yoursdlf taking less and lesstime to decide. Then, one day you will kill
someone of whom you are not sure. Y ou start doubting and hesitating. All the black and whitein your
world will turnto gray. Y ou will start second guessing yourself, and when that happens, it istimeto get
out. Otherwise, you die. Probably killed by the same people you were trying to protect.”

At least that ishow it had been, until two weeks ago. Two weeks ago he had been in Pine Bluff. Two
weeks ago he had killed another man. As he scanned the forest around him, Trent's mind pushed and
pulled at the memory that just would not go away.

That particular day two weeks ago had started innocently enough. Trent had ridden into alittle jerkwater
town, having about four buildings with three of them falling down, two jumps ahead of abunch of raiders.

Hedid not know if they were true raider, or just abunch of ‘good ol’ boys' out to hooraw the stranger
out of their neck of the woods. Both scenarios were entirely possible. About twenty of them had come
bursting out of adraw next to the road where Trent wasriding, haf of them on foot, the rest on horses,
screaming and ydling.

Trent was dready hot and tired, and more than just alittle cranky, so instead of running he had pulled his
old Chinese SKS Paratrooper out and laid ten rounds into the asphdt in front of them. The 7.62mm
bullets had shattered on the pavement, and the ricochets took out the knees of some of the horses. The
resulting bedlam and confusion had alowed Trent to get ahead of them, and into town.

Coming into the town, it reminded him of a picture postcard he had seen once. The caption was, “How
do you know you'rein the Ozarks? If someone's front porch falsin ... it kills more than twenty dogs.”
This town seemed to have more dogs than people. It was dways good to know where you were.

Pulling up in front of what he guessed would pass for a saloon, Trent entered and pushed hisway up to
the bar.

"Got anything cool 7’ he asked.

Cool seemed to be amatter of interpretation. Cool was the stare he got from the man behind the planks
of wood they were using for a counter.

"All right,” Trent said, conceding the point, “do you have anything to drink?'

Anything turned out to be a glass of bust-head moonshine, which threatened to rip hishair right off his
head. He held the glass gingerly up to the dust-filtered sunlight coming in through the door, then gently set
it down on the counter, asif hewere afraid it would explode.

"Man,” hesad, “that cornisalittle green!”

The naturd reserve of the hill people was broken alittle. The barman grinned and said plaintively, “Been
aged to perfection. Almost aweek."



Trent, hiseyes ill watering from the drink, heard a chair scrape back on the floor. He turned to seea
man standing in the corner of the room, legs spread, his right hand near his weapon. Around the table he
had backed away from, three more men were holding cards and looking like they wished they had
business somewhere dse.

"C'mon, Lenny, leave the man aone,” one of the men said. “I got agood hand goin’ here.”

Lenny'sface wasin shadow, but Trent could plainly see his sidearm. It was a semi-automeatic, maybe a
Browning or Calt, dung low in acloth holster like the old SWAT teams used to wear. Fast draw artist?
Gunman? Nut case? Y ou never knew.

All thisflashed through Trent's mind in the few seconds it took the wannabe bad man to think of
something appropriate to say.

"You.” Lenny'svoice sounded loud in the smal room. “In the buckskins. Y ou one of them Army scouts
we been hearing about?!

Trent looked at him for amoment, then said neutrdly, “1 am acourier for the Army. I'm asotired, thirsty,
and not looking for trouble.” It wasin Trent's mind to turn back to the bar and ignore the trouble hunter,
but it wasn't to be.

The man's hand rested on the butt of his gun. When he moved to draw hisweapon, Trent shot himinthe
chest. The mushrooming bullet left aconica pattern of blood on the wal and the half-pulled gun fdl to the
floor, followed closely by the man.

Shocked silence followed the deafening blast of Trent'srevolver. Apparently no oneredly liked Lenny,
but he was one of their own and he was down on the floor. Sure, he was atrouble hunter and fast with a
gun. He had even killed severd raiderswho had come to town hunting trouble.

The gaze of the menin the bar finally moved away from the body on thefloor. All eyeswereriveted on
Trent. One second he was standing there, the next he was holding a smoking revolver. No one saw him
draw; it wasthat fast. Even the bartender missed it.

Trent walked up to the man he had shot. There was not any doubt he would die. Trent knew where he
had aimed.

Helooked down and was shocked at the age of the man. Man? He was scarcely more than a boy, and
he was bubbling hislife out of asmadl holejust under hisleft nipple. An older man knedling by the boy
looked accusingly at Trent.

Inavoicelow and ponderous the man said, “ Y ou didn't haveto kill him."

"He Started to draw hisgun.” Even to Trent his explanation sounded lame and hollow. “He would have
killed meif | hadn't stopped him."

"Hewasjust akid,” the man said, “and you are asoldier. Y ou could have wounded him, if you had
wanted to."

And thereit was. As he stood there, watching the boy vainly rolling his ssomach, drowning in hisown
blood ashetried to fill hislungswith ar, Trent's shoulders dumped. Could he have smply wounded the
boy? The question kept bouncing around in his head. The answer was ... no. It had never occurred to
him.

The men in the sdoon turned their backs on Trent and left him standing donein the middle of the floor.



Finally, he walked out to his horse, mounted up, and started out of town. As heleft, he heard awoman
screaming.

Two weeks later, and he could still hear her screaming.

Pushing his brown Bushman's hat back on his head, Trent enjoyed the brief coolness asthe swest,
trapped by his hatband, gave up its moisture to the breeze. A man of infinite patience, he dowly scanned
the country, looking for signs of passage by other men. For in thistime and place, the most dangerous
animd inthe forest was man.

As Trent rested his horsein the shade, his mind worked on two levels. His subconscious mind was busy
with the minute-by-minute eval uation of possible danger. Having an acute sixth sense, he was barely
aware on asurface level of dl this. It was more than smply being raised in the forest, he was a part of the
forest, its every sound and breath, and he was of the forest as much asany animal that lived there. It was
hishome.

Movement acrossthe valey caught his attention. His eyes narrowed as he sat motionlessin the saddle,
his gaze focusing on asmall areaof the forest. Without taking his attention from the place where he had
seen the movement, he reached back and took asmall pair of binocularsfrom his pouch. They werea
two-toned green in mottled design, and rubberized to keep the weather out. At least, that iswhat the
ingtructions said. Trent wanted them because the rubber coating would keep the glasses from making
noise.

All hisequipment was likethat. A clink, or rattle at the wrong time could spdll disaster on thetrail.

Moving the smal whed between the barrels of the glass, he focused again on the spot of movement.
Severd buzzardswhedled in formation over something, coming lower with each circle. Something had
scared them up and now they were settling down again.

Returning the glassesto their pouch, Trent settled his hat and clucked at the horse to get him moving. The
roan gelding had been with Trent for several seasons and seemed to know his every mood and whim.
Tough and mean, the horse was alot of troublein the mornings, liking to buck and twigt, trying to unsest
hisrider. The horse was afighter and stayer though, which meant more to Trent than afew minor
dtercations.

Trent knew he had to see what had attracted the buzzard's attention. There were too many birdsfor it to
beasmall animal. It could be something large, like adead cow or horse; maybe adeer, or it could be
like the army patrol he had found afew weeks before, shot to rag dolls and scattered aong thetrail like
so much trash dong the road.

Trent could not see the buzzards now, but did not need to. He could fed the oppression coming, like the
low clouds of asummer storm. He did not know what he would find, but his gut feding wasthat it would
be bad. Redlly bad.



Chapter 2

Trent stopped in the dappled shade of ahuge sycamore treeto let his horse rest amoment. The
mountainous terrain of southern Missouri did not lend itsdlf to fast paced movement, especidly if you
wandered off the main roads and trails, and he hardly ever used the main trails.

He had just traversed the valley the hard way, picking hisway in azigzag pattern down the dope of one
mountain and up the sSide of the next until he had findly come to the areawhere he had seen the buzzards.

Thear was hot and sticky, with hardly a breeze fanning the trees. A few horse flies had found them a
couple of miles back, following the swesty horse like abear to ahoney tree. Rippling its skin and
swatting itstail, the gelding was skittish and irritable. The horse wanted nothing more than agood roll in
the dust, but Trent held him in with afirm hand on the reins, patting his shoulders and making small
sounds to comfort him.

Oncethe gelding wasfindly under control, Trent returned his steedy gaze to the open glade in the forest
ahead. He started to urge the horse forward, but stopped abruptly.

If asked, he could not explain it, but somewhere on a subconscious level, darm bellswereringing likea
church belfry gone mad. There was something ahead. It waslike atangible force, an unknown presence.
He could fed it, nearly taste it, and because of it, every pore of his body was screaming caution. Hewas
not about to move. Not yet. Not until he knew.

Aslong asthey did not move, he and his horse would be nearly invisible to anyone watching the area.
That is, if hishorse had not aready given them away by prancing around.

A flurry of wings besting the ground, and a raucous squawking from the turkey buzzards, divided his
attention away from the surrounding forest. At their sudden flight, his hand swept toward the revolver a
his hip and as quickly cometo rest on histhigh. The buzzards were skittish too. Restless. And, even
though they had to be the ugliest birdsin creation, he till trusted their senses over hisown.

Still and silent, the man and horse seemed to be made of stone. Trent's eyes relentlesdy searched the
fored, dl his senseskeyed to the dightest thing out of the ordinary; a sound or a shadow in the wrong
place, anything to judtify the feding he had.

The sense of something being wrong remained with him, covering him like ashroud from a casket.
Making asmall sound of exasperation, Trent scanned the clearing one more time. Nothing. Just another
bald spot in the forest. Time to move.

He stood at the edge of asmall clearing, brush and smdll trees nearly obscuring his horse. He quietly
dismounted, taking the Black SK'Sfrom its scabbard on hisway down, not liking even the small noiseit
made |eaving the scabbard. The thirty-round clip wasfull, but the chamber was empty. He did not want
to pull back the charging handleto load it. Not yet. Noise would carry too far in the forest, especidly a
sharp, metalic sound.

Trent let his breath out dowly. It was quiet, too quiet. The silence of the forest was so loud it made the
hair stand up on the back of his neck. No birds sang, no insects buzzed. Even the breeze seemed to
hestate, like it waswaiting for permission to move, or waiting to see what would happen. The hest was
oppressive, even in the shady confines of the forest.

He had been standing in one place over ten minutes. In a country filled with raiderswho preyed on



settlersand army patrols dike, it did not pay to bein ahurry. Army dispatches could wait, and he had
not logt anything on the other side of the clearing.

For just amoment, he felt a presence ahead of him, something real and tangible ... then it was gone,
leaving him with an unfathomable feding of relief. Not once did he doubt what he had felt. A mystical
concept to most people, it was something you had to fed to understand. The sixth sense of any good
woodsman was a phenomenon he could not begin to explain.

Findly, the blanket of slence lifted like fog leaving the ground and the small creatures of the forest took
up their daily business. A thrush caled inquiringly for its mate, atree frog began a perfect insect imitation,
and abluejay looked disgustedly down at abeetleit had just dropped to the ground. The forest finaly
gave up asmall breeze, whispering through the pineswith alonely sigh and cooling his sweety brow.

The clearing was about a hundred feet across, surrounded by tall treesthat kept half of the open space
alwaysin shadow. Outcroppings of rocks dotted the glade and the native grass was cropped short in
places, evidence of the thousands of deer living in the area.

The girl'sbody lay near the center of the clearing, the afternoon sun sending its creeping shadows dowly
around the edges, leaving her inthelight. A stray thought came to him. Trent stopped afew feet from her.
Hewas usudly indifferent at the face of death, having seen so much of it. Today, hisfedings started at
nausea, then gave way to dull, throbbing anger. He stood for amoment, swallowing the bile risng with his
anger. Hefiled the anger away for amore useful time. Turning his gaze away from the body, hetook in
the surrounding area. He had seen hundreds of dead bodies, but never anything like this. No one could
be ready for this.

Even through the assault of his senses, Trent could not shake the fedling someone was watching him.
With the completion of that thought, he deliberately pulled back the charging handle on the SKS, letting it
go with aloud clacking sound as thefirst bullet was chambered. Noise be damned. If someone was
watching, let it beawarning.

Trent turned from scrutinizing the forest and forced himself to contemplate the body. He had been a
woodsman since childhood, and he could read the message on the forest floor as easily as someone ese
could read abook. It was just amatter of understanding what you saw.

There was not much to see. No tracks, or anything to give a clue about who had done this. Nearby was
abranch, presumably used to rough up the grass, getting rid of tracks and indentations. The leaves on the
branch were wilted and wrinkled, but they sill had some color. Today then. Early.

When he had looked at everything he could see from his position, he reluctantly walked closer to the
body. Hours, no more. The buzzards circling had not worked on her yet. Small scavengers had not
found her to do their damage.

Trent took in the smooth features of the girl's face, the luxurious canopy of hair, blue eyesfixed on
something only the dead can see. She had been beautiful, but death had robbed her of that ... especidly
thiskind of death. Now, she was just one more naked piece of garbage left on mankind's doorstep with
stark horror stamped on her face.

Hetried to force himself to be objective. Anger that he had suppressed earlier was flowing again. A man
who would do this to anyone, but especially a girl ... | want him.

Thegirl lay spread-eagled on the grass. Judging from the cuts and rope burns on her wrists and ankles,
she had been restrained, her arms and legstied to short stakes driven in the ground. The holes seemed to
be about the size for tent stakes, like you could find in old abandoned hardware stores, or make yoursalf.



Her clothing had been cut from her after she was staked down, and remained under her, catching the
pooling blood that was now black and covered with ants. She was alive when he staked her down.

The cutting appeared to be done with afindy honed, thin bladed knife. That was not dl the work done
with the knife. The sharply defined wounds on her body were distinct, her face covered in blood, brown
hair matted with leaves and dirt.

Still feding the danger of the forest, Trent looked away a moment, hoping to cam hisanger abit. He
forced himsdlf to examine her again, trying to use the same skillshe would use to trail an animd. Thegirl's
breasts had been diced open and her nipples were missing. The cut was too sharply defined to have been
made by an animd. Why take her nipples. Her legs were scratched and bloody, with much of her pubic
hair gone. Scalped? Souvenirs?

He rose and took a huge breath. Starting with the body as the center of his search, he walked around the
clearing in ever widening circles. Ashewaked, he sworein alow monaotone, dripping with anger and
loathing. He had seen dead people before, had killed more than he liked to think about in the name of
surviva. Neither the smell nor thelook of death was new to him. Helooked back at the girl. Nothing
like this. Never anything like this!

"Damn!” His soft curse was a one-word epitaph of emotion and feeling. No one deserved to dielike that.
He could see where the pieces of ropetying her to the stakes had cut into her arms. The girl had
possessed spirit. She had fought ... fought hard! Looking at her, Trent was obsessed with the ‘why’ of
the killing. Why thisway? Why o brutal? Revenge? Maybe. Rape? It happened. But mutilate the girl
afterwards? No. Kill her? No. Even araider would not do that. He would want to save her for later.

So, thiswas not raiders out on akilling spree. Although the wounds would have been terribly painful,
they did not coincide with the kinds of torture Trent had read about. He searched his memory, thinking of
al the men, or women for that matter, that he knew. He searched for anything to help him understand.
Finaly, he admitted to himsdf that he did not have aclue.

Raderskilled in anger. They killed to protect hunting rights, often laying claim to acertain section of
country. Some of the wilder ones he knew would kill just for the sheer joy of battle, but that same battle
would involve another man and be in a stand-up fight, like the men heldd fought with earlier. Who would
dothis?

Thiskilling was different, and that difference chilled him. It was not akilling over clean water, or aplace
to deep, or something to eat. Someone had done this for the sheer joy of killing. From this perspective,
an inkling of understanding dawned on him and he looked at the body again. All the wounds were
precisaly made. If therewas anger here, it did not show in the way the girl died. At least, nothing showed
on the surface. There was no mad dashing or stabbing wounds. One thing he suspected. Whoever had
donethis... had liked it.

Trent stopped by the branch used as a broom to rough up the grass. He squatted on his heels and |ooked
closdly at the ground. Whoever had done this had tried to brush out their tracks, sweeping the branch
acrossthe grassand dirt until he came close to an outcropping of limestone leading into the forest. Trent
assumed that would be the killer's escape route. Slowly, helooked for asign, and finally, closeto thefirst
rock, found the only clue hewasto find. A smooth, rounded impression in the dirt that could be ahedl
print. Moccasins? Trent put hisfoot besideit. The print was smdler than his. Not much, but it wasa
dart.

Suddenly, acold chill swept over him. The warning bells he had been ignoring clamored insde his head
again. Hewasnot alone.



Chapter 3

Trent straightened and turned dowly to see awoman standing at the edge of the forest. The coldest blue
eyes he had ever seen stared, unblinking, down the 20-inch barrel of an AK-90 assault rifle. Her eyes
did not waver afraction, and aquick glance told him the safety on the weapon was down, and off. The
black bore of the barrel 1ooked large enough to ride through with his hat on.

She stood on the uphill side of his position. Higher ground, military? From that point, she gppeared to
betal, nearly astal ashissix feet, with long blond hair, tied in aponytail. Thefirst few buttonson her thin
cotton blouse were undone, because of the heat he guessed, and the action of aiming therifle had parted
the front to reveal the gap between her breasts. The white skin beneath contrasted with the dark tan at
her throat, and despite the danger, his gaze lingered.

Shefilled out her homemade buckskin pants the way awoman should, and how shefilled them made him
swedt.

Leather boots covered her feet. Sensible. A long bladed hunting knife hung from a belt strapped around
her waist and the scabbard was tied to her leg with abuckskin thong. Dangerous.

When hefinaly raised his eyesfrom her body to her face, her eyes mocked him.
"Suretook you along timeto get to my face,” she said, in alow, censuring tone.
A dow grin broke the seriouslines of hisface. “I take my time with beautiful things."

They stood watching each other, both dightly off balancein their positions. The seconds stretched thin as
they looked at each other. His gaze held tight to the robin's egg blue of the girl's eyes, sinking deeper and
deeper until he ached to blink.

"Droptherifle”
Her hardened voice jolted him out of histrance. It was gamble time. She did not look like akiller.
"Can't do that,” he said.

He saw the muzzle shift afraction, but the sonic ‘whap’ of the bullet passing hisear still made him flinch.
The muzzleflash did not digtract him from watching the g ected casng make adow, glittering archin the
sunlight, then disappear into thetal grass. Trent's heart tripped into high gear as hisearsrang. Maybe he
would not need to hear anything until tomorrow.

He dtill held her gaze over the ghts of therifle. Sowly, her eyebrow arched and he saw resolution come
into her eyes.

Trent bent and placed the SK'S on the ground. She followed his movement with the barrel of her gun and
he dmost smiled. When he straightened, she was dow to follow with therifle. The split second cost her.
Her muzzle pointed down, and his Ruger lined up with her belly.

"How in hell—" Shewas gartled, but the rifle was coming up.
"Don't,” Trent interjected quickly.

After amoment, she casualy tilted her rifle and leaned it on her shoulder, muzzle pointing up and
backwards. The position did not fool Trent. She could il bring the rifle to bear very quickly. He



watched her glance shift.

"Y our kill?"

Trent shook his heed. “Hardly."
"Doyoumind if | take alook?'
"Canwecdl atrucefirst?"

Shedid not answer, looking instead at the barrel of the gun il lined on her belly. Redlizing he till had a
gun on her, and for afleeting moment wondering how this woman could distract him so, Trent abruptly
rocked back the revolver, letting the hammer down in the process, and smoothly flipped the guninto its
oiled holgter.

He glanced at the forest behind her, aquestion in his eyesthat she obviously understood.
"| saw thebirds,” shesaid.
"What happened here?’ she asked.

Trent glanced back at the grotesquely displayed body. Now that another woman was present, the
victim's nakedness made him uncomfortable.

"A girl waskilled. Y ou don't want to go back there. It's not pretty."
"l saw you looking around. Did you find any Ssgn?'

Trent thoughtfully rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand. “Not much to see. Whoever it was,
they wiped their tracks clean, and didn't leave so much as abent twig."

"Doyou mindif | take alook around?'
Trent redlized she did not trust him and he couldn't blame her.

She looked steadily a Trent, and he watched her gaze dowly search hisface, then takein therest of him
inalong, dow journey.

It was Trent'sturn to fed uncomfortable under her scrutiny.
"Y ou're one of Colonel Bonham's couriers.” It was astatement rather than aquestion.
Trent inclined hishead dightly and smiled & her. “ Good guess.

The girl walked around Trent, keeping some distance between them. Nearing the body, she got her first
real look. She gasped. “ Jesus God."

Her hand came up to her mouth and she turned away for amoment. A deep shuddering breath, then a
couple more, and Trent could see the strength coming into her. He watched her fight down the horror
and revulsion. She straightened, and from aside view Trent saw firmness come into her face.

"Y ou might have warned me,” she said.

Ashewaked over to her, he could see the sart of tearsin her and how she denied them with aviolent
shake of her head.



"I wanted to see how you reacted. Women can kill as easily as men. Do you know her?"

She flinched, and apparently redizing how closethey were, she stepped away from him. “Y eah, | know
her."

"Whereisshe from?'

"Big Springs, over east of here. We're both from there.”

"Who was she?'

"We cdled her Markie. | don't remember alast name.”

"Do you know what she was doing out here? Alone?
"Sameasme."

Thisislike pulling teeth.

"I was wondering about that,” he said. “Y ou being alone, | mean.”
"You writin' abook?What difference does it make to you?'

Trent shrugged. “Don't get testy onme. I'm just curious, isdl. | don't like finding girls staked out on the
ground likethis

As Trent sarted toward his horse for ashovd, the girl called to him. “Y ou got aname, or will * hey you’
bedl right?'

"Trent. John Trent."

The girl took ahalf step backward, and the barrdl of the AK-90 completed a half-circle asthe barrel of
the gun dapped into her palm. A dick, practiced move, and somehow he knew it would be.

"I have heard of you,” she said flatly.

The exploits of John Trent were known around campfires and kitchens and other gathering places where
men and women congregated to talk of their new world. Stories of Trent, fired acrosstables, rolled
about the stables; embellished and memorized by the people on this new frontier.

"Yes, | supposeyou have. I've heard the stories, too. It never ceases to amaze me ... some of the things
I'vedone."

Her eyes narrowed. “I've heard you're abrutal killer, giving no quarter to anyone, just aslikely to shoot
someone aslook at them. | don't know. Something iswrong about you, Trent. Once I've seen you the
goriesjust don't match—"

Trent interrupted her. “If you have heard of me, you should know | wouldn't do something like this."
"It does explain something.”

Trent looked at her expectantly.

Her lipscurled in awry amile. “Tellsme wherethat pistol came fromin such ahurry.”

Hewas unrolling a pack from his horse, looking for asmal fold-up shove, when she came up to him. He



had been watching her and was grudgingly impressed by the way she handled hersdlf. He could not hear
her walking around. She kind of toed in and glided, taking care where she walked, smooth and easy.

Trent raised his eyebrows, asking aslent question.
"You wereright. | didn't need to seethat.”
Hewaited her out, hoping she would open up and talk about it. Findly...

"Markie and | were on our way to see the army at Base Camp. Sometimes we go there and pick up
supplies we can't find in the deserted towns. Especialy ammo. After the army swept the areaclean afew
years ago, some things got kind of scarce.

"I didn't know her very well and yesterday she just took off on her own. Said she would see me at the
amy camp.”

"Y ou didn't have any men to send?’
Trent knew at once that he had said the wrong thing. The soft blue eyesturned to flint and ice.

"Look, Mr. Army Courier, | was born and raised in these woods. Y ou won't find anyone better, and |
surely do not need to be aman to find my way around.”

Trent Sdetracked her with another question. “When | had the drop on you, you were sill going to try and
shoot me. Why'd you stop?"

Shelooked a him serioudy a moment. “I am not so young and stupid that | don't know what can happen
to women out here. | decided along time ago that | would rather die. It'sthat Smple.”

"But then, you didn't.”

She shrugged. “I dso trust my own judgment. Y ou are no killer—at least, not that way."

* k k %

It was about an hour later, and Trent had just finished digging the grave. He did not know why, but he
dug it extradeep to keep varmints from uncovering her. Maybe he thought the girl deserved &t least this
amdl favor.

He did not speak as heralled her in a pare blanket. Trent thought they were lucky. The body had not
started to bloat much. He had buried alot worse and it was aways a thankless job.

Together they picked the blanket up by both ends and carried the body to the grave. After they filled the
hole and packed the dirt on top, Trent turned to the girl.

"Do you know any wordsto say?'
She looked surprised that he had thought of it, and then nodded her assent. They bowed their heads.

"Lord,” shesaid, “we did not know thiswoman much. | expect you do. She did not deserve any of this.
Take care of her.” She hesitated alittle, anger seeping into her voice. “ And take care of the one who did
thisto her. Amen.”

Shelooked at Trent for approval, got it with anod, and began gathering up her gear.

Trent was naked to the waist, swegting in the heet coming with the late afternoon sun when he packed



away hisshovel. His shirt draped over the pomme of the saddle, musclesrippled across his chest and
arms as he tightened the girth and made sure al the straps were tight on his packs.

"Y ou're wounded."
He glanced down a hisside, shrugging. “Just acut. Had alittle set-to with some raiders.”

Thegirl glanced apprehensively around the clearing before bringing her gaze back to Trent. “We should
be moving. They may have followed you."

"No,” hesaid, his gaze suddenly far away. “They won't. Suppose | could know your name?"

She amiled at him, mocking him with her gaze, then said, “My nameis Katie Stephens. If you makeit to
Base Camp, look me up. I'll be around for afew days. Or, if your dispatches take you through Big

Springs...”
"Katie. Short for Katherine?'
"No one cdls me Katherine but people very closeto me."”

"I like Katherine.” Before she could reply, Trent deliberately changed the subject. “ This girl we just
buried, she born and raised in the woods too?”

K atie appeared momentarily flustered. “Y esh. Markie was even better in the woods than me."
"Redly? Well, she was not near good enough. Y ou think about that, Katherine Stephens.”
Searching his eyesfor amoment, she said, “Point taken. See you around.”

"It might be better if wetravel together.” His hand on her arm was gentle, and she easily shrugged out of
it.

"| had better go on alone.” Her gaze held his, wavered a moment, then the coolness came and she turned
avay.

"Keatherine?'
Sheturned back to look at him.
"He's ill out there"

Sheshivered likefrom acold chill asshereplied, “1 know. But, you will find | am not anything like
Markie.” Her voice carried quietly to him. “I won't end up like she did.” Katie turned again at the edge of
theclearing. “1 haveit."

"It isthe eyes, John Trent. Y our eyes are too soft for the thingsyou do.” She stood looking at himwith a
sidied amile

"Trandeion?'

Katherine smiled, then said, “ 1t means some girl might have achance of sweeping you off your feet.” It
sounded light hearted, but he could tell by the way she looked a him there was a serious question there.

He smiled at her, and said grudgingly, “Maybe s0."



Trent stood in the clearing after sheleft, thinking about what she had said about being different from the
dead girl.

"I hopeyou areright, Katherine Stephens,” he muttered to himsdlf. “I sure as hdll hope you'reright.”

She had gone into the dense thicket next to the clearing. He heard her patting her horse, then the creak of
asaddle as she mounted. Then she was gone, making no more sound than yesterday's dreams.

He stood, looking up the mountain. Whoever had killed the girl wasindeed till out there. He could fed!

it. Likeavein throbbing in hishead, he could till fed the killer's presence. The thought cameto him that,
just maybe, thiskilling was not the first for the assailant. The method looked like some kind of ritua—and
rituals were something done over and over.

Thekilling would have to be reported to the Colond. Maybe they would send a patrol out. Then again,
maybe not. What is one more dead body in the wake of the millions gone before?

Trent shook himsdlf to free hismind of the problem. Timeto quit daydreaming and ddliver the dispaiches.
Thetrail ahead was dangerous enough without his being preoccupied with something else, but he could
not get the picture of the mutilated girl out of hismind. He would like to get his hands on the man who
had doneit. Just for alittle while...

John Trent pointed his horse's head toward the Army camp. He would pick up Katherin€'strail, and
follow her into camp. Afterwards, he had ajob to do. He would be coming back.

No, Katherine, he thought, you won't end up like that.

* * * %

The Watcher stood amid the trees, sllent and brooding. Far below, barely visible in the subdued light, his
latest offering had lain, supplicating the heavens. Before the cleansing carrion birds could do their work,
he saw them suddenly take wing in aflurry of dust and feathers. What had scared them away? His eyes
narrowed as he took in the scene below. A movement at the edge of the clearing aerted him.

He watched as the man eased into the clearing, seeming to trust nothing as he gazed around him. Too far
away to seefacid expression, the Watcher wasimmediately aware when the man in the clearing
accepted what had happened to the girl. He could tell by body language aone. He could fed therage
emanating from the man, and suppressed the urge to run and hide as the man in buckskins suddenly
turned and looked up the mountain.

Ah, heisgood. Hefeels. It's proper this man should find this latest offering. After all ... what good
isa sacrifice-if no one seesit?

* * * %

Trent was ill two days from Base Camp when he cut Katheringstrail. She had lost him the day before,
but knowing her ultimate destination, he just continued toward the army camp.

Hefollowed asmdl tributary that flowed toward the Upper Jacks Fork on the Currant River. The smal
stream kept ducking under the limestone of the mountain, and then resppearing further along. Aswith
most of thisareain Missouri, Mother Nature had reclaimed much of theland it had previoudy lost to
man, and had recovered it with avengeance in an amazingly short amount of time.

Any travel was dow going. There were not many paths, just an occasiona gametrail. Trent followed the
meandering stream, stomach growling ominoudy, hoping for ashot a aWhitetail deer. Asherounded a
large oak tree, whose trunk was nearly five feet across, he glimpsed a pool of water ahead. The pool



was beautiful, surrounded by high cattails, vines, and forest fern, with water chuckling in from an
outcropping of lichen-covered limestone on the high side.

It was abeautiful scene of anatura green grotto in the forest—but not nearly as beautiful asthe girl
knedling in the clear water. The pool wasin asmal limestone basin, and dmost completely hidden from
al directions. If he had cometo it from any other way, he might have missed her.

Trent watched mesmerized as the girl washed hersdlf with amat of moss, then submerged to rinse off,
coming up to catch thefew rays of sunlight in her spun gold hair, water running rivulets down her tawny
body. High breasted and dim hipped, thisvison contrasted sharply with the camp followers he was used
to seeing. He suddenly redlized the girl in the pool was Katherine.

Trent stood unabashedly watching the girl in the pool. All the old memories, the wants and desires, hearth
and home, children playing, the sharing ... dl the things he had ever dreamed of came bursting through his
veinsin aflash of emotion. For amoment, his sensesreded just from the sheer wanting of something so
normal again.

Silently easing through the underbrush, Trent found her pile of clothing. With asmal smile, he made some
adjusments.

While he had been watching her, she had turned her back to him. Now she turned and stood to come out
of the pool. Her hands were up in her hair, twisting it into abraid and squeezing the water out. The blond
hair, darkened by the water, was ong, with anatura healthy sheen few women had anymore. She
looked around the perimeter of the pool, testing the breeze like an animd.

The one place she had not looked was toward Trent, which gave him the only clue of what came next.

Asshegot closer, shelunged in aflat dive for her wegpons. Her hands hit the pile of clothes and she
came up with the Browning in one hand, and her knife in the other. Facing Trent, who sat nonchaantly on
arock, she bore no resemblance to the silky lilith who had just been bathing in the pool. With eyeshard
as agate, she stood in afighter's stance. Her hair clung wetly to her neck and had fallen across her chest,
but did not conceal the dirt and leaves sticking to her breasts and upper part of her body.

He watched her breathing start to settle as she recognized him and apparently decided he did not present
any immediate danger. The smile he gave her, and the appreciative gaze over her body, didn't seem to be
improving her disposition.

"Enjoying the show?'

Trent chuckled. “Oh, yes."

She thumbed back the hammer on the Browning. “ Get out of here.”
"Not yet.” Trent smiled alittle larger.

She pulled the trigger and the hammer fell on an empty chamber. There had not been any changein her
expression, the usua widening of the eyesjust before action, no warning at al. Just ... click.

The second surprise came when, without any hesitation, she threw the empty pistol at Trent, then
followed it in with her knife, cutting edge up. Anyone watching would have laughed as Trent awkwardly
lunged backward off the rock. She came right over the rock, and landed in the middle of him while he
rolled. They cameto a stop with her on top, knife ready to plunge, but the barrel of Trent's pistol nestled
under her chin.



Water dripped from her hair onto hisface as she panted in anger as much as at the exertion. Her breath
smeled of the spearmint leaves she must have chewed earlier in the day, and her eyeswereleve, shining
hard with resolve. For aminute, Trent thought she would try it. She was mad and scared, and it wasin
her to try to end it right here, and decide her fate with her own hand.

Gradudly, alittle sanity returned and her eyesturned wary.
"Easy, Kathering,” he said. “Let's not make any mistakes."

With her weight settled in on top of him, and her breasts swinging above hisface, Trent was having a
hard time keeping his mind on the matter at hand. Sowly, keeping the gun at her throat, herolled her off
onto her sde, and took her knife. Nearly identical to his, it would have gutted him easily. As he knelt
over her, seeing the fear and dread start in her eyes, he redlized what she expected next.

Standing up, he reached down and took her arm, pulling her to her feet. He looked straight into her eyes.
She did not shrink away from him, or try to cover hersalf. She stood defiant before him, and he liked her
even morefor it.

"Look,” Trent said. “I am sorry. | wasout of line. | played a poor joke. But you should know better than
this. I'm not going to hurt you."

"Why should | know better?” she said hotly. “I don't even know you."

"Youwill,” he said gruffly, and gave her a gentle shove back toward the water. “Wash up, and get
dressed.”

She looked at him, seeming to doubt, speculation furrowing her brow.
"Well tak,” he said, because he desperately wanted to know her.

As shelooked at him wonderingly, he walked away. She seemed to redlize she was standing naked, and
rushed back to the pool and her clothes.

A short distance away, Trent had seen a shalow depression where an old cedar grew up against abluff.
Thetight foliage would diffuse the smal amount of smoke from the hatful of fire he would build. He went
to retrieve his pack and put some water on to boail.

Looking up, he saw the girl standing by thefire. Shifting her weight from foot-to-foot, she looked like she
might bolt away at any moment. He noticed she had her weapons.

"Y ou took my bullets.” Her tone indicated he would also suck eggs and eat skunks.

Trent reached into his pouch and brought out the .380's he'd taken from her clip. Handing her the shells,
he amiled dightly and said, “ Sorry."

"Sureyou are,” she said sarcasticaly as she started to feed the bullets back into the clip.
"Y ou should have known, you know, by the weight. Y ou need to learn that.”

Trent went quietly about making astew. He had bagged arabbit earlier, so he put that in the wooden
pot, along with some arrow weed bulbs and wild onions.

"Youfollowed me” shesad.

"Yes, | did."



Shedtared a him until he shrugged.

"| wanted to make sure you got to Base Camp dl right.” He smiled “I didn't expect to find you in the
pool. Lost my heed, | guess.”

Raising one eyebrow, she asked, “Isthat all?"

"Of course not.” He looked at her steadily. “I admit it. | want to know you. Satisfied?| was afraid |
would not seeyou again.”

"You said | should know you wouldn't hurt me. How, Trent? Like | said, | don't know you. All | know is
what | have heard, and that's not been too good.” She hesitated a moment, then sighed. “All right. | am a
big girl. I will not deny | am attracted to you. But, the things| hear ... I'm not sure | want to know you."

"You are entirely correct, and I'm sorry."
"And, you shouldn't sneak up on people.”
He grinned at her. “ Somehow, | think you are going to make medo irrationd things."

After studying him aminute, she sat cross-legged across the fire from him, studied the pot, then said,
“Why doesn't the wood burn?”'

"Won't,” he said, “aslong asthefire stays below the water line. The water absorbsthe heat.”
"Why not use ameta pot? There are plenty of old camping supplies around.”

"It istoo dangerous. Metd shines and rattlesin your pack when you bump it, so | don't carry it."
Shelooked at him in wonderment. “Are you always so careful ?*

"Hopetobe... likely dieif I'm not."

Thegirl sat acrossthefire from him and leaned forward to smdll the stew. “Whatever isin there, it amells
pretty good.” Shelooked at him. I can do better.”

"No doubt.” Helooked at her serioudly. “ Pretty sure of yoursdlf, aren't you?”
Her chin came up defiantly. “I've survived so far.”

Trent looked at her levelly. “Y ou've survived through no fault of your own. What if | had been someone
else? Anyone could have followed you, and then you would be dead or something worse. And lady, you
saw what something worse can look like, back down thetrail.”

Shetried to hold his gaze but failed. “Why didn't you?
What?"

Her head snapped up. “Rape me. Kill me. Take your pick."
"Not my style"

Shegave him aradiant smile as Trent looked warily at her.

"Well, I'm glad you didn't,” she said. “Thank you. Y ou are sure getting your eyesfull. Y ou acted the
same back at the clearing where we found Markie. Haven't you seen awoman in awhile?!



Trent snapped out of hisstare. “No. At least, not one like you.”
Katie settled back against arock. “So, John Trent, what do we do now?"'

"Werest. Wetak. Then wewill see” Trent grinned at her. “Who knows, you might get to like me."

* k x %

Katie cradled acup of coffeein her hands, made from the one metal utensil in Trent's pack, a coffee pot
s0 blackened by campfiresit had ceased to shine. She marveled a how peaceful the forest seemed, and
felt surprise a being able to relax with astranger, alonein theforest. But, thinking on it, he did not seem
like astranger. It had aso been along time since she had any redl coffee to drink, other than the brew
made from local Chicory root. She decided to enjoy it, at least for the moment.

The quietness of the forest settled in. First light, and evening, was dwaysthisway. The mist hung over the
ground, swirling dightly in the breeze. Birds called, and the smells of the forest were dways the strongest
at the beginning, or end of the day.

Katie shook leaves from her hair and on impulse, let it out of the braids she had hurriedly put together.
Taking acomb from her pack, sheran it through her hair, looking speculatively at Trent. In arugged way,
he was handsome, athough older than she. His age did not matter to her, but it sure would with her
father. She caught him looking at her and felt a sudden pull toward those gray eyes and quick hands.

"It'squiet here” she said softly.

"Yes, itis, but theforest isaive with sound. Y ou just haveto learn to noticeit. In the old days, there was
S0 much noise around, you could not hear anything. They caled it noise pollution. Not a problem
awymore."

"Y ou sound dmost glad things have changed.”
"| can like the changes without liking the way it came about.”

Katie watched Trent clean his guns. “Why so much attention to them? Why keep them so clean? Twicel
have seen you, and both times you worked on your guns.”

"This new world weve got, sometimes these guns are the only thing between me and being dead. | don't
want to be dead.” He looked at her pensively. “Especidly now."

Silencefollowed for amoment and she watched him with satisfaction. Katie smiled, knowing she had the
power to make this man, thiswarrior, uncomfortable. Perversely, she wondered if he had awoman
dready, and if she made him uncomfortable too.

"I'm going to find a place to deep for the night,” Trent said. “Y ou're welcome to come aong if you want.
Y our choice”

Shelooked at him speculatively, conflicting emotions jumbling her thoughts. Surprising hersdf, she said,
“I'll tag dong—for awhile

* * * %

They moved out late with Trent in the lead. Disdaining the gametrails, she watched him weave a path
through the thick undergrowth, constantly keeping an eye out for a place to spend the night. He'd told her
they would have a cold camp, with no fire to attract attention. She guessed discomfort was another price
of surviva, and felt amazed at the amount of information held given her in a short amount of time.
Cooking was done during the day, then camp was moved somewhere else to |lessen the chance of



discovery. Y ou never wanted anyone to see you before you saw them. Ever.

They found aspot under awhite oak. The canopy of leaves would keep the dampness off and the wide
expanse of dried leaves on the ground would give warning if anything approached.

She knew it was not only the people they had to worry about. Thiswas aland of black bear, wild pigs,
and more than once she had seen the tawny mountain lion, any of which would be hard to handle,

epecidly at night.

Katie watched him stake out the horses, then wrap himsdf in ablanket. After aquick look around, he
appeared to go to deep immediately.

She sat for awhile garing at the man. Reviewing the events of the day, she shook her head dowly in the
darkness and smiled. A woman needs a man just as much as he needs her. Unless she missed her
guess, thiswas quite aman. Maybe, just maybe...

* * % %

Dust rosein lazy clouds as four men pulled up in front of the rundown shack centered in the clearing.
Souched in their saddles, the men surveyed the area, looking for sgns of life in the adjoining buildings.
Theforest was dowly winning the battle to take back the clearing. The barn had fallen in and the attached
stock penswere overgrown with weeds. Smoke rose dowly from the chimney of the house.

"Y ou better be right about this one, Pagan.” Red Seaver's voice took on aplaintive note. “ The woman at
the last place we hit was downright ugly, and fatter ‘n acow.”

The other men snickered, until Pagan Reeves silenced them with aglance. “I didn't know you were so
particular, Red."

"Heaint,” one of the other men said, grinning and spitting awad of tobacco into the weeds.

"Hello, the house.” Pagan Reeves voice echoed in the small clearing. When no response came, he said
conversationdly, “1 know you'rein there, McCracken. Y ou don't come out, welll just burn this shack
down around your ears.”

Thefront door creaked open and a gaunt man dressed in bib-overalls stepped onto the porch. A floppy
hat came down to his ears, and his bare feet were stark white against the westhered boards of the porch.
He held a shotgun in one hand, pointed at the floor.

"| told you last time, Pagan. We want no part of you.” The man's voice dripped with Arkansas drawl.

Pagan grinned a him. “Don't matter a bit, McCracken. Y ou had your chance. Now you do not. So, why
don't you call out your women? Me and the boyswould like to get acquainted.”

"What do you—"

The man stopped short a the sight of Pagan's gun on him. Casually, grinning widely, the other men drew
their wegpons.

"Drop the shotgun,” Pagan said.

Nervoudly, the settler started sidling toward the door, until ashot from Pagan's gun splintered the boards
infront of him. The shotgun fell to the floor, next to McCracken's bloodied feet.

Immediately, Red Seaver and the others jumped from their mounts and swarmed onto the porch. One of



the men knocked M cCracken sensel ess with the buitt of a pistol asthey brushed past him into the house.
Moments | ater, they emerged, towing two women behind them.

"Now thisismorelikeit."

Seaver held the younger of the two girls. His hands pulled up her blouse, squeezing and fondling. Both
girlswere crying, looking at their father lying next to the house.

Pagan Reeves dismounted and walked up to the girls. Stopping at the older girl, he gently cupped one of
her breasts. He spoke without turning his head. “Big, you and Smith keep watch for awhile. Red and me
havethefirg call ontheseladies.”

Big Waters started to grumble, but aglance from Pagan shut him up. “ Y ou'll get your turn, Big, as many
times asyou want."

Asthe youngest girl started to scream, Seaver silenced her with adap.

"Hey,” Waters shouted, “don't mess them up too much.”

* * * %

The sun was diding past noon, leaving scant shadows around Pagan Reeves as he sat on astump out in
theyard. The McCracken girls were cleaning up after the med they were forced to prepare for the men.
Both were naked, and the younger girl had blood running down oneleg.

Standing, Pagan said, “We had better be going. We're burning daylight, boys.” Helooked at Seaver.
“Y ou know what to do with them, don't you, Red?"

Red Seaver grinned as he pulled hisknife. “Oh, | surdy do."
"No. Don't hurt them any more, Pagan.” The muffled and anguished cry came from the girls father.
"Y ou should have joined us when you had the chance, M cCracken.”

"Y ou people are vermin. Not fit to live on this earth. Some day you will get yours. | just wish I'd bethere
to seeit.” McCracken's voice choked with emotion and his own blood. “ Girls? | am sorry, girls. |
should've done better for you."

Hours|ater, thefour men reined in their lathered horses at ajunction in thetrail.

"WEell split up here. Seaver, you take the men and head for Big Springs. Look around for some more
people. Y ou know the kind we want.” Pagan's tone was terse, his mind on other things.

"Whereyou goin'?'
"I think it'stimeto pay another vigit to the Sanchez ranch.”
The men exchanged grins. “I know what you're after. That Sanchez woman is mighty fine looking."

"Forget it,” Pagan said. “ That'sone | won't share. Besides, we get her cattle and well have dl the women
wewant."

Reeves stopped at the edge of the forest, calling back to Seaver. “ Red, you see Hobbs, you send him to
Base Camp after that bartender—what's his name, Wa sh? He's been giving colond what's-his-name too
much information. Timewe put agoptoit.”



Seaver raised hishand in answer and jogged his horse down the trail with Big Waters and Jumbo Smith.



Chapter 4

Trent rode into the east side of Base Camp Bravo, leaving the protection of the forest and the things he
understood—dliding his horse down the rocky embankment and scattering leaves onto Farm Road AP.
Helet his horse blow amoment as he reacquainted himself with the layout of the Army base Colond
Bonham had put together afew years ago.

Shunning the main roads, the colone built his camp right in the middle of the part of Mark Twain Nationd
Forest skirting the White Fork River. Equidistant between Vanzant, to the west, and Burnham to the
eadt, the camp was just awide place in theroad. It was comprised of afew buildings and storage
bunkers and was surrounded by the rolling hills and forest of the Ozark Mountains. The colond chose
thislocation for its remoteness and easy accessihility to the forest he hoped to contral.

Asaprimary mission, Base Camp Bravo was to make seasoned soldiers out of raw recruits sent from
the plague-ravished land back east, and somehow by their very presence, bring law and order to the new
surrounding countryside. If you had fudl, and most did not, you could reach the camp by vehicle. The
Army had dwindling supplies, hoarded and confiscated from civilians, but those supplies were for very
gpecia occasons.

He watched, dightly amazed, while agreen truck, the back covered with agreen tarpaulin, disgorged a

sguad of men dressed in green clothes, faces streaked with camouflage paint, and carrying packs full of

standard and usdless army issue equipment. Lessons learned in jungle war across the globe, bought with
blood, were still ignored.

Trent rode toward the main building where he hoped to give his dispaiches to Colonel Bonham, passing
by the soldiers on the way. He carefully looked them over as herode by. All had packs piled high on
their backs. With the packs catching on every tree limb they passed, coupled with wearing asted pot on
their heads, those men would be deaf and blind in the forest while their enemieswould be able to hear
them coming hundreds of yards away. Trent saw one man looking a his SATCOM navigation gedr,
while another calibrated motion and heat sensors. Assuming they recharged the batteriesfrom avehicle,
how would they do it out there? Amazing. Useless.

The soldiers watched him as herode by. The variety of expressions wastypica. Somelooked at him
with scorn, some with suspicion, most with open hostility. Trent knew the drill. He had been part of it
once. He did not dresslike them; therefore, he was not with them. Anyone not with them was against
them. Their confidence in themselves reveded a subtle arrogance, the result of superior wegpons and
training ... they thought. What they did not know was how inadequate their training was. Fireteams and
massive firepower would not save them in the forest. They would need to think, to adapt. And fight. Fight
asthey had never dreamed. Hopefully, they would learn. If they lived.

Guiding his horse from shade to shade, tree to tree, hefinally ended his round-about route under the
spreading arms of abox elder tree. Hetied the reinsto a branch, and threw the saddlebags across his
shoulders. Finding hisway into the building, he walked down a short corridor, where the floor shined
enough he could see hisfacein it. Some things never change. He chased hisreflection to the end of the
hal and the young soldier sanding guard.

"Colond in?"

The man looked a him, wrinkling hisnose alittle a the smdll. Y ou didn't ride a sweaty horse dl day
without picking up alittle fragrance aong the way.



"Not here.” The answer was anonchaant version of *get out of here and leave me aone.
Trent stared, until the young man started to show color in his cheeks.
"Son, suppose you got a place for these digpatches? The colone will want to seethem.”

The private took the bags, adow warming of respect in his eyes. Even new recruits knew about couriers.
“Sorry. You could have told me you were acourier. | thought you were one of thelocals, in to beg food
or ammo from the colond.”

"Not likely.” Heturned away. “I'll be at the Bucket if hewantsme."

Trent led his horse to the white-boarded corral and turned it loose. Carrying his saddle and extra pack
into the barn, he was accosted by a shriveled imp of aman wearing faded overals and sporting along
tobacco-stained white beard. Trent idly wondered how long it would be before the old and battered
gimme cap, with the picture of agreen tractor on it, would move.

"Thought you was dead, Trent. Them raiders must be gettin’ soft, lettin’ you traipse around the country
al thetime.” He moved his green baseball cap to set jauntily on the back of hishead. About ten
seconds.

Trent gave him awry grin. “Got close acouple of times. How have you been, Pop?'
"Cain't complain.” The old man cackled, showing stained teeth, and pulled the cap leve again.
"All right to leave my suff here, maybe overnight?'

"Just anight?Y ou go over to the Bucket, you may not come back for aweek. | hear they'sanew batch
of girlsover there.” He amiled wickedly, shifting his cap around. “Wouldn't know myself, of course. Too
old, you know?"'

Trent grinned, shaking his head in mock amazement. Tossing his pack in acorner, he pulled the clip from
his SK'S and locked back the balt, g ecting the round from the barrel. Catching the spinning cartridge in
theair, hereplaced it in the clip and dropped the SK'S Paratrooper on top of the pile.

"You till got that old gun? Why ain't you got one of the new fancy Colt gunsthe Army'sgivin’ away, or
one of them AK-90syou can find layin’ about?"

Trent looked at hisrifle with affection. The type 56 SKS Paratrooper, with itsfolding stock and snap
under bayonet, had seen alot of use. Even so, it was till accurate to athousand yards, and aformidable
wespon. Of more importance, it used the most common ammunition found in the United States, or the
world: the 7.62mm NATO round.

"This one hasn't worn out yet."

"Know what you mean, | guess. Though, | never could figureit. Y ou take a gun that's supposed to be
accurate to half-way roun’ the world, shoots from now to next week, then you duck into the woods with
it where you can't see more ‘n fifteen feet. Don't make sense.”

The old man's eyes clouded over as his mind went down memory lane. He shifted his cap to amore
seriousangle.

"l remember back in ‘90, street price on that gun was sixty bucks with abox of five hundred rounds of
ammo for another twenty. There must have been thousands of them. Had asign over in the hardware



store ‘war surplus AK's and SKSrifles ... only dropped once'.”

Chuckling at his own humor, the old man moved his cap to the back of his head and waddled back into
the barn, his skinny legs bowed like parentheses.

As Trent wasleaving, he turned. “ Seen ayoung girl comein? Tal, blond, well set up and riding a
mouse-colored gelding?’

The old man shook his head. “Nope. Wished | had. Sounds like she's worth looking at.”
"Sheis,” Trent said, as he passed out the door.
The day before Katie had decided to go on ahead of him to Base Camp. She said she needed to think.

"Won't do no good,” the old man joked. “If she seesmefird, shell never look at you again. Hey,” the
old man shouted at Trent's back. “Y ou ain't getting soft on somewoodsy girl are you?”'

Trent heard the old man cackling for ablock.

* k% k %

The Bucket-O-Blood emerged overnight, even faster than the base camp. Running pack trainsinto the
old deserted cities, Charley Walsh brought fresh supplies of liquor and hard goodsinto the camp amost
weekly. His place was aways crowded, the noise level maintained adull roar, and today proved no
exception. He had two things making the frontier bearable for soldiers who did not really want to be
there: women and liquor.

Trent paused at the doorway, wiping sweet from his forehead as his eyes adjusted to the dim lighting in
the room. Settling his webbed duty belt, he stopped long enough to tie the leather thong, at the bottom of
his holster, around histhigh. He kept the thong untied while riding, mostly out of convenience. Now, it
might make al the difference if he needed hisgun in ahurry. He had Ve cro fagteners once. They were
easy to use, but once dirt got in them ... modern was not aways best.

Most of the tableswerefull, but the bar had room. Trent planted his elbows on the counter top, hooked
hishedl onthefoot rail, and yelled at the bald-headed man at the end of the bar.

"Can aman get adrink around here?” Trent said.

Charley Wd sh turned around with asmile. “ Trent.” He said the word like it was a puzzle and he had dl
the answers. “Y ou made it back."

"Some reason you thought | wouldn't?!
The two men shook hands, the dow grasp of friends who had not seen each other for awhile.
"Did you bring good news or bad?"

"Little of both,” Trent said with gplomb. “The good newsisthe forest is il there, green and beautiful as
ever, cool and quiet. Y ou should seethe deer. They are multiplying like rabbits. The gameis coming
back, Charley. A man couldn't starve out there if he tried.”

"What's the bad news?’ Charley asked, guardedly.
"The bad newsistheraiders ill ownit."

"I hear you,” Charley said.



Trent knew Charley had aways dreamed of living in acabin, high on amountain so he could just Sit and
watch theworld go to hell.

"So, what's going on in Base Camp, Charley?!

"Youdidn't notice,” Charley said, disgustedly, “with al the Mr. Green Jeans traipsing around like they
owned the place?'

"Any newsfrom back East?’ Trent asked.

"Same asusud. Industry is picking up alittle, and most of the plagueis gone. The bacterid rot has never
come back, thank you Lord. Things are so peaceful back in the real world, the army has run out of things
to do. So they are going to launch acampaign out here to save us al from oursalves. Now you know
why so many extratroops are around. They just cannot understand how we can live without them."

"Who's going to save the Army?’ Trent's voice was sardonic as the two men laughed together. They had
discussed this subject before.

Washjutted his chin at the recruits surrounding one of the tables. “Not this bunch.”
Trent chuckled. “I saw Pops over at thelivery. How old is he, Charley?"

"Dunno. Looks an even hundred, but he is probably not aday over ninety-nine. They say he's been
throughit al.”

"Looksto me like someone soaked him until he shrunk. | have never seen so many wrinkles on one
humaninmy life"

Charley's expression clouded over. “Trent, you ever wonder how it would have been if the lights hadn't
gone out? If the damned plague and starvation didn't hit the world so hard? | found an old newspaper the
other day. Reading about it was downright depressing. Seemslike everything quit working a once, and
peoplejust couldn't believe what was happening. Runaway virus that medicine could not stop. Super
grains of bacteriadissolving flesh, for Chris' sake. Sometimesl..."

"Charley,” Trent said softly.
Charley looked at Trent, startled out of hisreverie.

"Judt let it go, partner,” Trent said. “ Y ou can't changeit. We haveto take the world theway it is. Just et
itgo."

"Yeah.” Charley dowly perked up. “Héll, yes. | dmost lost it for aminute. It just doesn't do any good to
think about it."

Trent had been looking over the people in the room while conversing with Wash. Thinking of the
murdered girl, helooked at the people around him with new eyes, eyesthat were at the same time jaded,
and curious. Who could do such athing? What would they be like? How would they act in public?
Trent's thoughts bounced around in his head as he scanned the small crowd.

For the most part, the clientele were not any different from those found in other various settlements
around the interior. Nearly everyonein the large room wore auniform of some sort, and carrying
weapons was second nature to them. The exceptions were the working girls. They were not wearing
much of anything, and he could not see how they could possibly be hiding any weapons.



Thinking of which ... “ Charley, you see atdl blond girl comeinto townin thelast day or so? Good
looking, maybe six feet tal, looking to buy supplies?’

"That'sabiggirl.” Charley thought amoment, hisface screwed up in the pam of hishand.

"Nope,” hesad. “'Course, the only women coming in here are usudly looking for ajob. Arewetaking
about that kind of girl?'

"Not likely. At least, | don't think so.”

Trent's mind was dready back in the crowd, and his answer preoccupied. His attention was dravn to a
table occupied by agroup of yelling, screaming recruits out to set anew record for good times. At a
table next to them were four hard-eyed men conspicuous by what they were not doing. Trent pointed
with his chin at the somber group.

"What's the story on them?'

Charley cast aworried glance their way, then leaned closer to Trent. “Best leave them done. They ain't
locds, and they sure ashell ain't army. All | know isthey camein here about an hour ago, parked a a
table, and didn't even order adrink."

Looking at the men, Trent thought they were more likely wolvesin shegp's clothing, or raidersdoing a
little scouting of their own. He wondered suddenly just how many soldiers werein camp. It would be
embarrassing to have the soldiers out looking for raiders, while the raiders took over the camp. Trent
decided that would be a good question for the colondl.

Suddenly, the door to the saloon opened, and aman stepped through. Looking around the gloomy
interior of the room, he went directly to the table surrounded by mercs, and sat down.

Ben Hobbs! New interest held Trent now, and he quietly did hisdrink away. While acting asif hewas
rubbing asore leg, he casudly dipped the thong off the hammer of his pistol. The leather thong kept the
gun from faling out of the holster accidentally, but if Trent needed the gun in ahurry, there would not be
timeto take it off. John Trent was a careful man. He had helped bury men who were not.

Hobbs was amercenary for hire. Sometimes he worked for settlers, occasionally he ran with raiders, but
usualy he worked for himsalf. He was bad dl the time, and could not be trusted. Although Trent had not
heard much about him lately, any place Ben Hobbs would be, there was going to be trouble.

Trent knew Walsh had seen him move his drink away; knew hed fdt the subtle change that cameto the
room by his casua movement toward his shotgun, kept under the counter.

A couple of hill men got up, nodded to Walsh, and walked unhurriedly through the back door; others
sguared around so they could watch the front. The party of recruits seemed blissfully unaware of the
looming problem.

Amid aped of laughter, one of the soldiers suddenly scooted back his chair and jostled one of the mercs
at the other table. Slowly the merc stood up, his spilled drink making adark splotch on his pants and
shirt. He had an automatic handgun strapped to hiswaist, and held afolded up Mac-10 machine pistal in
his hands.

"Y ou sojer boys are cutting it kind of wide, ain't you?'

"What?" Theyoung soldier looked stupidly at him, his mouth working like afish out of water ashetried
to think of something to say. He wastoo drunk to hear the danger Sgnas going off in his head.



"| said you are a piece of shit.” The merc waited, asif he had dready choreographed the scene.

The young soldier let out agrowl and dammed up from hischair. Therest of the men at histable stood
up, watching the byplay. None of them was armed.

Asthe soldier stood, the merc dashed him across the face with the MAC-10, showering the table with
blood.

"Holdit.” Charley Wash held his shotgun across his chest, the barrel pointed at the ceiling. “Y ou just
hold it.” Charley's voice sounded loud in the suddenly quiet room. “ There will be no fighting in here.
Understood?’

Trent, watching carefully, suddenly redlized Charley was out of position. If he needed to, he would not be
ableto get his shotgun into action fast enough.

The merc brought the machine pistal up.
If he cuts loose in these close quarters ... Trent moved into action.

He knew nothing in the world was louder than the sound of a gun cocking from an unexpected direction.
The sound of the hammer rocking back on Trent's Ruger froze the merc. He was caught in hisown trap,
and afraid to move. Turning his head dightly, the merc saw Trent out of the corner of hiseyes, could see
thelight glinting off the pistol, and saw the dark bore of the barrel pointing straight at him.

"Ben Hobbs.” Trent hesitated amoment as the name echoed in the room, then said conversationally.
“Cdl him off."

Trent looked directly at the mercs. All the men were waiting for something to happen, holding weapons
onthelr lapsinstead of intheir holsters. It looked like a set up to Trent, and he suddenly redlized the
target was Charley, dthough he was not surewhy. It redlly did not matter. Charley was game enough,
but he was not a gunfighter. And, Charley Wash was hisfriend.

Finaly, Hobbs said, “Forget it."

The merc dowly straightened, the barrel of the MAC-10 jerking toward the celling. Hewas at last able
to turn, and his gaze found Trent in the gloomy room.

"Some other time?"

"No,” Trent said.

"How about now, outside?"

"Migter, | do not know you. Why bein such ahurry to die?"

The merc's gaze was wild, and Trent had a sudden thought about drugs, which was one of two thingsyou
did not see much of anymore. The second thing wasfat people.

"Wdll, | cain't dance.” The merc grinned. “ And, the stock market's busted. Mr. Green Jeans done stole
al the gasfor my four-wheder, and | ain't killed aman in aweek. | guess| just need the entertainment.”

"Forget it.” Trent returned to the bar, never losing sight of the merc in the mirror.

The man stood uncertainly for amoment before sitting down, banging his MAC-10 on thetable. Asthe
gun bounced and clattered, the men around the table flinched. Hobbs quickly reached out and set the



safety on.

Hobbs and his men conversed in alow murmur, then got up together and strode from the room.
Collective sghs of relief went around from the rest of the patrons.

Trent walked over to thetable of recruits. All of them were now stone cold sober.

"Y ou wannabe soldierslisten to me.” Trent'svoice waslevel and cold. “Don't you ever...” He paused to
let hiswordssnk in. “ Ever go anywhere without your wegpon. Y our wegpon isthefirst thing you pick
up inthe morning, and the last thing you lay down at night. Y ou deep with it likeit'sthe best lover you
ever had.” Trent's voice suddenly changed to aroar. “Do you understand?’

The recruits flinched back in their chairs, and Trent turned back toward the bar amid achorus of ‘yessirs
from thetable.

"I thought we was going to have to shoot that boy.” Wa sh's voice sounded matter-of-fact.

"SodidI. Charley, have you made anyone mad lately? Thiswas a setup if ever | saw one. They wanted
you."

"Dont know.” Charley scratched his head quizzicaly. “ Been helping the colonel some. Lettin® him know
who was on the up-and-up around here, that sort of thing. Nothin' serious.”

"Someone must betaking it serioudy.”

Again, the door banged open, but thistime it was the young private from the colond's office. He came
purposefully toward Trent. Definitely a man on a mission.

"Colones compliments, Mr. Trent,” the young soldier said. “Held liketo seeyou in his office.”
"Ain't he purty, John?’ Charley said. “Don't you just fed safedl over with him running about?*

Trent tossed hisdrink off, gave Charley agrin and strode out the door, with the private right on his hedls.
Hewaked right into trouble.

The merc from the bar stood in the middle of the Street, legs spread, hands brushing the butt of his auto.
Maybe he had seen one of those old western vids, and loved the look of it. Trent sighed softly. It was not
over.

The hard voice of the merc rang between the buildings. “I heard you was something with a gun, woods
runner. I'd like to see just how good."

Trent looked a him camly. After thefirst rush of adrendine, his nerves dways steadied out. His heart
was besting adow sixty. He had been down thisroad before.

"Y ou don't want to do this, son.”
"Redly?’ The merc was shouting. “I can take you any day."
"Then, doit."

The merc had probably found amirror somewhere. He had cut quite apicture, with hislow-dung gunin
atactica holster and hisfast draw. He dreamed of being famous, of gaining fear and respect from people
on the frontier. He never dreamed of the years of hard work, or the kind of fire it takesto mold and
temper aman like John Trent; and he never dreamed of dying. He just could not picture himsdlf dead in



that mirror.

Asthe merc's hand dipped to the auto holstered at his side, Trent seemed to be waiting. Timeticked by
with ameasured cadence for the people who watched aong the street. It must have seemed to the
onlookersthat Trent wasted precious time checking bystanders who might bein the line of fire. Hethen
stepped to the right to clear himsalf from the young soldier who had unwittingly bumped into him from
behind. Most of the people watching thought Trent had waited too long.

A single shot echoed up and down the street. One of the bar girls gasped, hand to her mouth as she
looked at Trent, sure he was dead. But no blood appeared on Trent, and he was holding his Ruger
steady on the merc.

The merc dowly bent at the middle, amacabre bow at the end of apoor performance. He had not even
got ashot off. Themerc raised hiseyesto look at Trent and then crumpled face down in the Street. Tail
up, and nosein the dirt, he was dead.

Trent shifted his gun to cover the group across the street. Ben Hobbs and John Trent locked gazes
across the narrow street. Hobbs' right hand was on his half-drawn gun, and his men were waiting, their
eagernessto kill gpparent in their faces.

"Any reason | shouldn't kill you too, Hobbs? Y ou put that boy up to this,” Trent said in ahard voice.
When Hobbs spoke, his voice was apainful rasp. “1'd just as soon not die today, Trent."

"Then take your hand away from the gun.”

Hobbs hand moved asif jerked with arope. Hisauto fell back into its nylon holster.

Trent kept his single-action lined on Hobbs' belly. He chuckled. “Reckon you owe me one, Hobbs."

Hobbs stared angrily at him amoment, then turned and walked away. His men followed more dowly,
casting murderous |ooks between their fallen comrade and Trent.

Trent was surprised. They had lost face twice in the last hour. Any sdlf-respecting group of mercs could
not afford that. People might get the wrong idea and think they were soft.

Holstering hisgun, Trent waked toward the colond's office. The private did not follow him so closely this
time. Asthey passed the livery doorway, Trent said, “ Pops, put that rifle away. | like to shot you when
that barrel poked out the window."

Pop's shrill cackle echoed from deep within the barn. Trent wondered if the cap was back, or forward.
Probably forward. Maybe.



Chapter 5

The old building shuddered from the storm erupting within itswalls. The office seemed to expand, forcing
dust from the nooks and crannies of ill-fitting lumber by the sheer force of noise. Army personnel standing
guard at different pointsin the building avoided looking at each other and turtled their heads down alittle
tighter to their shoulders. Lieutenant Saints, who had just sat down outside the door, got up and walked
up the hall away from the noise.

Lined up dong the hal were wooden chairs, available for people waiting to see the colond. The girl
gtting in one of the chairs shook her head at the adjutant's invitation to go with him. She smiled, hands
folded across her ssomach, legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, listening to the tirade going on
ingde.

The colond, sitting behind the desk in the exploding office was getting older by the minute, hisface
swolleninrage, blood pressure a record levelsfor aman il dive.

"Christ on apogo stick, Trent! Have you gone insane? Y ou going raider on me? Losing your grip? What
in God's name are you trying to do? Kill al the raiders by yoursdf? Are you that crazy? | waswatching
that little scene out the window, Trent. What was that? Code duello? Shootout at the OK Corral ?
Jesud™

Trent could not keep the smile off hisface as he contemplated the irreverent picture conjured up by the
colond. Leaveit to an ex-drill ingtructor to come up with something like that.

"Conversation kind of dried up, Frank,” Trent said softly, in contrast to the verba fusillade coming from
his superior, echoing through the building like a thunderstorm over the horizon. Too many had made the
mistake of thinking John Trent was like hisvoice. Too many had died trying to figure out the difference.

Frank Bonham, afield colond retired to adesk job by ahost of 7.62mm pieces of lead fired from an
AK-47, glared at the man lounging in the chair before him, and Trent knew what he was thinking; had
heard it dl before. An enigma. A throwback. Born two centuriestoo late.

Trent unwound his lanky frame from the wooden chair, findly standing in front of the desk, making a
visble effort a sraightening sore muscles and siff joints.

"Trent, you can't just up and shoot people like that,” the colond said. The colond's voice returned to
normal and his blood pressure finaly appeared to be within reasonable limits.

Trent answered camly. “What would you like me to do, Frank? He was ahard case, amerc for hire,
and Ben Hobbs was out there with him. | don't know what his problem was, maybe he just didn't like the
way | put on my hat. It does not matter because | did not have any choice. Y ou, more than anyone else,
should redizethat.

"The raiderswon't comein peaceably. They are not afraid of us, Frank. To them, the Army istrying to
tear down their way of life, and they do not like it. That is how you got your legs, Frank, or don't you
remember?’

The colonel was not through. “Wait aminute, Trent.” He waved a packet of papersat him. It had been
twenty years since the Fall and the army was dtill trying to run on paper.

"| have aproposition for you.” The colond talked fadt, trying to hold Trent's attention. “All the particulars
arein these sheets. There areletters of authority, signed by me. Who to contact, stuff like that.”



Trent whedled to look at the Colondl. “ Letters of authority for what?'

"Thereésadtuation east of here, about sixty miles. Big lake areain the Ozarks. It'saplace called Big
Springs. They have agood thing going out there. The place is starting to grow and has its own economy.
Do you redlize how important that is? They raise their own food, make their own clothes, and run two
grist mills so they can grind grain and saw lumber. They are not dependant on anyone. The bad news?
Raiders are dso terrorizing them. The name Pagan Reeves keeps popping up. He may be the head
snake, or just working for Jeremiah Starking, we do not know. | need you to go in there and find out.”

"Y ou mean scout the Situation, and report back.” Trent was skeptical, and showed it. Taking the sheets
of paper, scanning the information, he said, “Why doesn't the army take care of this? That isright up your
aley. The exercise would do your men good.”

Bonham stood up, looking serioudy a Trent. “John, civilization isgaining afoothold. That newsflash just
may have passed you by. Y ou, on the other hand, are making people nervous around here. My superiors
think you're getting alittle wild for the present locale.” Bonham smiled grimly. “ Besdes, most of my men
are busy guarding the pack trains coming out of the cities. They can't be spared.”

"So what'sthe deal ?” Trent asked.

"| have acommission for you."

"I don't want to be an officer in your damned army,” Trent said levelly.

"Not that kind of commission,” the colonel said huffily.

Trent smiled alittle as he saw the colond was abouit to the end of his patience.

"We're reindating the office of the United States Marshdl. | want you to be the first charter member.”
Bonham reached into a drawer, pulled out an object and tossed it on the desk in front of Trent.

It was afive-pointed star, surrounded by a smooth silver circle. In the center theinscription, U.S
Marshal .

"What'sthis, Frank, abulls-eye?’

"Takeit, John. It'sabout the only job I'm going to have for you.” Therewasjust ahint of pleading in the
colond'svoice.

Trent Sghed, and held the colonel’'s gaze. “Nope."
"Wha?'

"I'm done, Frank. | amtired, and | don't want to do it. Did you know there are parts of the country
where| can go and not see anyone for months? Months, Frank. That sounds good to me. Real good.”

At that moment, agirl strode into the office. Offering her hand to an astonished Colond Bonham, she
sad, “I'm Katherine Stephens ... call meKatie.”” Sheturned to Trent. Her voice became soft and throaty.
“Hello, again."

She had changed out of her buckskins into homespun's and shirt, and he was right about her hair. 1t fell to
her wais.

She reached out and softly caressed his side. “How's the wound?”



Trent felt heat start at his collar and work itsway upward, as Colonel Bonham looked suspicioudy
between the two of them.

Just to show he still had some control, he said, “1 have decided to cdl you Katherine."

Katielooked at him, gppearing momentarily nonplussed. Regaining her composure, she turned back to
the man behind the desk. “Colond, | need to talk to you."

"Please, have aseat.” Thetwo men looked quizzicdly at each other, mentally shrugging.
"| couldn't help overhearing you mention Big Springs. That iswherel live.”

It looked like she was getting ready to launch into along story. Trent found another chair, turned it
around so he could lean hisforearms on the back, thumbed his hat off hisforehead, and settled in. Even if
he did not like the story, he could always just watch the girl.

"l have some pack animalswith suppliesthat | have to get back to Big Springs. | had hoped to hire some
men to help, but so far, | haven't found anyone. Colond, | need an escort.”

"You redize, Ms. Stephens, that we are not in the business of escorting settlers around the country,”
Colond Bonham said patiently.

"I know that, Colond. | dso know you are sending out training patrols for your Green Jeans.”
The colond grimaced at the analogy.

Katie turned her persuasive gaze on the colondl. “1t would be a smple matter for you to send asquad
adong asatraning misson.”

Trent sat with hischair tilted back on two legs, grinning at Bonham, enjoying the man's discomfort.
"How did you know that?’ the colondl asked.
"There are not many secrets around here, Colond.”

Katieturned and faced Trent. “And now for you, Mister Trent. Y ou told the colond you wouldn't take
thejob of Marshd."

At Trent's cautious nod she continued. Her voice was soft and ingstent, harboring a sudden, deeply
suppressed anger.

"Have you forgotten the body of the girl you found? Remember Markie? Is your memory so short? Who
isgoing to right that wrong? Who would be able to find the person who could do such athing and then
disappear into thin air? Who e se but you, John Trent?"

She paused for breath, scooting her chair around to face Trent. Placing her hands on his knees, her gaze
intent on hisface, she said, “I've been asking around, talking to folks. People will talk to you, John,
people from both sides. They know you and respect you. They'll listen to you. No one € se but you could
walk into araider camp and come out dive. The settlersthat are left in this areaneed you.”

"It'll be dangerous,” Bonham said, seeing an opportunity, and teaming up with the girl. “Therewill be no
courts out there, and no military backup. Just you and that damned six-gun you like to wear. Y ou could
take your time, John. Weed it out, get the right of it, and then do not waste my time with reports. Any
actions taken will be by you, on your own authority. Do you understand that, John? Do what needsto be
done."



"I aways have, Frank.” Trent turned to Katie. “What makes you think people are ready for the law?'
"Because that's what makes a community work. Rules. So people don't step al over each other.”

Trent Sared at both of them momentarily. “All right. | will do it. However, understand this; I'll do it my
way.” Helooked at Katie. “1 was going back anyway, Katherine. That's one wrong | do intend to right."

The two men shook hands, gazes lingering on each other. Each knew therisks and the dangers. The
handshake was along embrace between two friends.

Colone Frank Bonham sat back in his chair, studying the situation. “ All right, herésthe dedl, young lady.
Y ou get asquad. They will take you as near as possible to Big Springs, and then return here. You are
lucky one of our more seasoned sergeantsisin camp.” He paused for effect. “Y ou'll aso get our number
one U.S. Marsha as scout for thetrip.”

The chair legs hit the floor with a sharp bang. “Frank!"
"What better way for you to get into the area?"

Katierose from her chair, a pleased look on her face. “Weleave in the morning.” She looked pointedly
a Trent. “Hrgt light.”

"How old are you, Ms. Stephens?’ Colond Bonham asked. “Aren't you kind of young to be running
around the forest done?'

"How old do you haveto be?’ She paused, looking at each one for amoment, then quietly closed the
door on her way out.

"Wow.” Frank Bonham's voice was full of admiration.
"| think we've been had, and it only took her about thirty seconds."
"No shit,” came the colond's garrulous reply. Heraised his hand as Trent Sarted to leave. “Son.”

Frank Bonham's voice had changed. Trent looked at him with dread. The only time the colondl had
caled him son was &fter his daughter's degth.

Colond Bonham cleared histhroat. “We need to talk..."

The sun turned the sky to agolden hue, behind silver rimmed clouds looming in the west. A breeze found
the grassy hill that stood sentindl duty above the mass graveyard in thefield below. John Trent had not
wanted to bury hisyoung wifein the common graves, so he had picked a quiet place that was
surrounded with boulders and trees, and had athick carpet of grassand prairie flowers. He had laid her
to rest over ayear ago. Now, finally, he knew the truth about how she died.

Hewasjust sarting to leave when he heard footsteps behind him.
"Katherine"

"Y ou got good ears.”

Trent shook hishead. “Y ou walk soft enough.”

Katie moved around to the other Side of the grave, sat on achair-sized rock and looked intently at him.
Finaly, she asked, “ Did you love her?'



"I don't know. Maybe,” Trent said. “We were young. We needed each other. That was enough for us.
She didn't deserve what she got.”

"Y ou blameyoursdf."
"If I had been there, it wouldn't have happened.”
"Y ou can't know that. Look at me, John."

When she had hisfull attention, she said, “Women aren't helpless. We're not dl fancy playthingsin lace
and bowswho haveto be protected al the time. Some of us actually do things by ourselves, with no help
from anyone €l se. Sometimes we have to stay by ourselves. It has been that way since thefirst farmer
took hiswife west to the Promised Land. It will be that way until the end of the earth. So, it isnonsense
to think that you are to blame. The only oneto blame isthe onewho did it."

"Did I tdl you she wasthe colond's daughter?’ Trent asked.
"No, you skipped that part. Doesit make a difference?

"He was the one who found her."

"Okay ... and?"

"Hejust told me she died like the girl we found in the clearing.”
Katiewas slent for amoment. “God, | am so sorry.”

It was nearly dark, and Katie moved over by Trent. Her hand was like a burning brand on hisarm, and
he felt uncomfortable Stting by hiswife's grave with another woman.

"Do you think shewould like me?’ Katie asked.

Trent laughed and surprised himself. Laughing was something he had not donein quite awhile.
"Noway,” hesaid. “ She would bejedous as hell."

"Maybe. | will tel you something, though. If shewere dill dive, I'd take you away from her.”
Helooked at her quizzicaly.

"Y ou were cheating yoursalves, John. Needed each other? That is not enough. Y ou need love. Passion.
Y ou need that firein your belly that you cannot get rid of . Y our sensesfill with each other. Nothing else
matters. If you love someone like that, you won't even see anyone ese.”

"That doesn't come aong very often,” he said.

"Oh, redly. What did you fedd when we werein the clearing, John? And, what about the second time?
When you found me bathing in the pool, I damn near fainted. | can't believe you did not fed the same

thing."”
"Wed better go, Katherine."

Asthey stood, she was suddenly in hisarms, holding his head with her hands and burning him with akiss
that stopped time in its tracks. When she released him, they were both panting and Trent could not take
his eyesfrom her lips.



"Why don't you see,” she said softly, “if you can get that out of your belly, John Trent.” She moved her
hand downward and chuckled. “Well, at least you want me."

After shewas gone, Trent stood in the darkness. He couldn't think of athing to say.



Chapter 6

Dawn found Trent at the holding area, just outside of base camp. He had been up before daylight,
packing his gear, and cleaning his wegpons. There waslittle to get ready, just some dried jerky for times
he could not hunt, a bedroll and ammunition. It would be enough.

Settling himself under atree, he leaned back againgt the trunk. He did not worry about the pack train
getting by him. They had to leave camp in this direction, so the unit would probably form up around here
somewhere. He automaticaly scanned the area, saw nothing of interest, then pulled his hat down over his
eyes and went to deep.

A few minutes|ater, he avoke asthe firgt of the trainees sarted arriving. The soldierswerein full battle
gear, carrying at least sixty pounds per man, their packs piled high on their backs. They had pots on their
heads, and clunky boots on their feet. There was the usua complaining and grumbling found with any
group of soldiers. Some stomped around asking foolish questions of other men who did not know any
more than they did.

He could see the soldiers stedling glances at him. Dressed in jeans, with buckskin leggings and shirt, and
brown bush hat that had seen better days, Trent knew he was not an impressive sight to them. He heard
some comment to each other about his single-action revolver in aland of semi-automatics, and hislack of
equipment. None came close enough to bother him.

"All right, fal in,” anew voice shouted. The voice of authority. Trent sat up. He knew that voice.
llGurrWl

The grizzled sergeant turned with a surprised look on hisface and strode toward Trent. The men shook
hands, each staring at the other.

"Been awhile, Gunny."

"It has been that. Heard you went down, last year. Something up at Caplinger Mills?” The eyes of
Gunnery Sergeant Melbourne Thomas were brooding and penetrating, hisface, after theinitia surprise,
lacking expresson.

"It wasanear thing."

Trent was puzzled. Where he expected amore animated reunion, al he received was a perfunctory and
lukewarm greeting. The reunion was short-lived.

"Sergeant!"”
Another voice of authority. Trent decided at once there were too many voices of authority around here.
Gunny turned, waving indolently at Trent, and said. “Here, Lieutenant.”

"Better get them together, Sergeant Thomas. We're ready to move out.” Helooked with obvious distaste
at Trent. “Isthisour scout?’ His voice left the impression that he hoped it was not. “Why can't we get
army scouts?”

Trent stepped forward. “ John Trent, Lieutenant. | will be going with you, and | know the country. So
does she.” He had heard the packhorses coming toward them, so he just pointed his thumb back over his



shoulder.

"Very well, Trent. | am Lieutenant Spencer. Y ou'll take ordersfrom me, and | have aready been briefed
on thewoman.” He turned briskly to Gunny. “ Sergeant, welll move out in thirty minutes. I'd like to meet
with Miss Stephens, you, and the scout in fifteen. We will have atroop meeting in twenty. Understood?’
Not waiting for areply, he walked off in the direction of Kati€'s pack train.

"Niceguy, huh?’ Trent said.
Gunny did not reply, just turned and walked off while Trent looked after him with atroubled gaze.
"Thisisgoing to beafuntrip,” Trent said to himsdlf. “I cantel.”

Fifteen minutes | ater, they stood under the same tree. The pack train was waiting, and the trainees were
standing at ease, at least as much asthey could with a sixty-pound pack strapped to their backs,
swdtering in the hedt.

"There areafew things| want to get Sraight, before we leave.” The lieutenant's gaze riveted both men.
“Chain of command. | amin charge of thistraining mission. Y ou both take orders from me. Isthat
understood?”

The sergeant's‘ Yes Sir' dwindled into nothing as Trent walked away.
"Who gave you permission to leave, Mr. Trent?” Lieutenant Spencer's voice thundered.

Trent stopped and walked back toward the lieutenant. He saw Kati€'s shocked expression, and Gunny
rolling his eyes, before turning hisfull attention on Spencer. He stopped with his nose about an inch from
Lieutenant Spencer's face, and knowing how important it wasto keep the traineesfrom losing faithin
their commanding officer, kept his voice purposdy soft.

"Spencer, I'm going to say thisjust once. First, you have no authority over me. | am aUnited States
Marshd. New, to be sure, but it is your superiors who gave me that authority. Now, | have been around
the park afew times, Lieutenant, and you will not run over me. If push comesto shove, according to the
articlesin my pack, and signed by Colonel Bonham, you areto assst me.”

Gunny quietly tried to insert himsdf between the two men.

"Second,” Trent continued, “1 am leaving this group and going my own way, Lieutenant, because you are
awaking dead man. The only chance you have for surviva in these hillsisto do everything your sergeant
says, when he says, and how he says. Then, if your stupid arrogance doesn't get everyone killed first, you
just might have a chance of coming back. Third, you did not have brains enough to get horses and pack
animasfor your men. Sure, they can walk it, they're tough kids. That's not the point. Y ou need to make
time, and your men need to be fresh in case you come up againg raiders. And, lieutenant, you will come
up againg raiders. The fourth thing isthis” Trent's voice became deadly quiet. “If you ever yell & mein
that tone of voice again, | will pisson your campfire and ruin your whole day. Now, is that clear?"

The lieutenant tried to respond. “I'm alieutenant in the—"
"Shoveit, Lieutenant,” Trent said flatly. “No one cares.”
He brushed by Katie as he left. She reached out and caught hisarm. “ John, please don't go. | need you."

Trent stopped reluctantly. “Why?Y ou've got Lieutenant Green Jeans."



"Do you remember those men you had trouble with outside Charley's place? They came thismorning and
offered to herd my pack animas. When | turned them down, they didn't like it much. John, I can smell
raider amile away. So can you. Y ou know they will hit uson thetrail, somewhere. It isjust amatter of
when."

Trent weighed the possibilities. He did not like any of them and redlized she wasright. He could imagine
what Ben Hobbs men would have done, if Katie had hired them. They would go with the pack train and,
when the time was right, take it over. Since that did not work out for them, they would probably be lying
up in the hills somewhere in ambush, just waiting for their chance. A show of force might just keep them

away.
"What'sin your packs?’ he asked.

Shelooked at him steadily. “Guns, ammo, medicine.” She smiled. “Toilet paper, which | had to promise
half aforest in wood planks for payment. Just everything any sdlf-respecting raider would kill for."

With an exasperated sigh, Trent relented. Turning back to the smal group who waited for hisdecision, he
said. “Gunny, theré's agood place to camp about twenty miles east of here. On your map it'sthe junction
of U highway and Eleven Point Creek, in grid fourteen. | will see you there tomorrow if you push hard,
otherwise | will see you whenever you makeit. I'm going to make asidetrip firs."

At Katie's questioning look, Trent said innocently, “1'm going to the library.”



Chapter 7

It was the second day that John Trent had been waiting for the pack train, the third day out of base
camp. He had scouted ahead of them, snooping through some of the obvious places an ambush might be
staged. He did not redlly think the raiderswould strike this early, but it wasimpossible to be sure. They
were not stupid, and were completely unpredictable. But, afew days from now, the soldiers would be
tired and irritable. Fatigue would cause them to cut cornersto save time, and the soldierswould have
trouble staying awake at night while they guarded the camp. That iswhen the raiders would strike.

Sitting with his back to aboulder the size of ahouse, Trent was cooking anoonday squirrel over a
hat-full of fire when the pack train ambled toward the clearing. He had been hearing them for the last ten
minutes, and marveled that they marched up arocky wash, advertisng their existence to all who wanted
to hear. They could just as easily be waking on the soft earth next to it. He reminded himsdlf to ask
Gunny about it. The sergeant should know better.

Trent could see the lieutenant leading his men up the wash, with Katie and her pack animals bringing up
therear. As he watched, she raised her hand in greeting.

Sowly the party of pack animals and soldiers moved into the clearing. The lieutenant came Straight
toward Trent'ssmal fire. Looking past him, Trent could see the men were dead on their feet. Leaveit to
the Ozark terrain to take the starch out of aman.

Katie, with the help of acouple of soldiers, hazed her animalstoward a grassy clearing nearby. Gunny
wasmissng.

Lieutenant Spencer looked at Trent amoment. Unconcerned, Trent turned the squirrel over thefire,
browning it. The juices dripped into the flames, making a sizzling sound that brought rumbles of hunger
from the watching soldier.

"We'relate.” Lieutenant Spencer did not sound as authoritative as he had three days ago.
"Yes, youae” Trent said smply.

Standing up, Trent glanced at the squad of soldiers. None had taken off their packs. They werewaiting
for orders, aplusfor discipline but not much for common sense.

"Lieutenant, if you'll take some advice, | think you should camp here until tomorrow. Y our men look
donein. Y ou could use the opportunity to check them out on camp procedures, defensive positions, that
kind of thing."

Lieutenant Spencer sighed, “1 think you'reright, Trent.” He turned and made a hand sign to the men.
With relieved groans and grumbles, the squad dropped their packs, and went about their taskswith
efficient movements and purpose.

Catching Katie's attention, as she finished hobbling her horses, Trent motioned her over to hisfire. The
lieutenant sat on arock nearby.

"Wherés Gunny, Lieutenant?'

"We saw some smoke yesterday evening. | sent the sergeant to investigate. He told me he would pull a
cold camp then catch up with usthismorning.” Gazing back down thetrail, he said, “He's overdue.”



Lieutenant Spencer looked at Trent. “Why?'

"l just wondered. Y ou know, Spencer, you should not travel in creek beds. | know it iseasier
sometimes, but sound travels along way in these canyons. | could hear you coming for nearly amile.”

AsKatie came up to thefire, Trent pulled awooden plate from his pack, and put half the squirrel on it.
Digging into the ashes at the sSide of thefire, he produced two brown trout wrapped in leaves that had
been baking in the coas. Putting one on the plate, he passed the food wordlessy over to her.

"If you'retrying to get on my good Sde, you've made agood start.” Katie's strong white teeth were
aready tearing the mesat apart.

The lieutenant looked at her portion, then a Trent's. Taking the hint, he got up to leave.

Trent moved about his part of the camp, putting out thefire, cleaning utensils, and stowing away his gear.
Katie was unashamedly licking her fingers as she used them to clean the last of the grease from the
wooden plate. Her steady gaze had not left Trent since she came to the camp, afact that made Trent
more gpprehensive by the minute.

"Why?" hefindly asked.
"Wha?'
"Why areyou watching medl thetime?

"| like to watch you. Y ou remind me of abig cat. Y ou don't waste any movement, are sure handed, and
quiet. | likethat.” She grinned at him as she held the wooden plate out to him. “Y ou're aso going to
make some lucky woman one hdl of agood cook."

Trent smiled as he bent to take the plate. “1'm just used to doing for myself.” He looked at her pointedly.
“That's something you should consider. | have been doing for mysdf along time. I'm set in my ways.
Likely, some younger man might be better for you. After al, | am probably twice your age.”

"Areyoutrying to get rid of me?'

Hissmilewas dow in coming. “Now, that would be plain crazy on my part. | just want to lay it out so
there are no misunderstandings.”

"You areworried, aren't you?’ Katie laughed. “ Afraid I'm going to get...” She searched for theright
word. “Amorous?’

"Y ou do that here, you'll get spanked.” Trent tried to be serious, but it was alosing battle.
"See” Shechuckled. “That'swhét | like about you older men. Y ou have more imagination.”
Trent laughed and changed the subject. “Did you have any trouble coming up thetrail?
"No, noneto spesk of,” Katie said soberly, “but | have some brewing here.”

As Trent raised his eyebrows, she hooked athumb over her shoulder, pointing at the soldiers. “ One of
the Green Jeans has been staring at me alot. Hetried to talk to me a couple of times. | think he's
working up to something, and I'm going to be the main attraction.”

"Need meto speak to him?’ Trent asked.



"Nope. | anabiggirl. I will handleit.” Katie smiled a him. “Of course, you might stay close...”

Trent chuckled as he waked off to see the lieutenant, leaving Katie to stew in her own juices.



Chapter 8

The man who called himsdlf the Watcher pressed his hands to the sides of hishead, eyes closed in pain.
This one had screamed. She was strong and fought hard. He did not plan to do thisagain ... not this
soon. He didn't want to, but there she was and she was young and pretty, her shiny black hair pinned into
abun in the back, and she looked scrubbed and clean, and the virginal innocence was an auraaround her
... and he could not stop himsdlf.

She was fas—he had to run her down, and her long black skirt kept tripping her, making her easy prey.
Even then, sheamost got away. The girl struggled and fought, and lost the funny little white cap she wore
on her hair, thelace soiled with dirt and grass stains. He stuffed it in her mouth to shut her up. Finaly, he
tied her to the stakes he had hammered into the ground. He pulled flint and tinder from his pouch and
garted alittle fire. With reverence and gentleness, he placed the end of the smdl branding iron in thefire,
the one with the cross on it that would become cherry red in afew moments.

Later, as he pulled up his pants, he looked at her scornfully. She had stopped crying and her gaze
followed him everywhere he went. Just like the others. They dways settled down, right at the end.
Always thought that what they had given would be enough. She might even try to smile soon.

Contemptuoudly, he pulled out his hunting knife. Eyeswidein terror, she started screaming again, her
mouth ared rictus of pain.

* k k %

The gelding moved restlesdy under Trent as he sat in aclearing, consdering his options. Lieutenant
Spencer had casually mentioned that Gunny was overdue. Trent had left immediately to back-trail the
squad of soldiers, hoping to run into the sergeant. Following the trail had been easy, at least until now.

The soft earth in the clearing showed tracks of more than one band of horses, making any particular sgn
impossibleto find. It looked like aregular parade of people had gone through this clearing Snce morning.
He could picture the native hill people stopping to look at the tracks, gazing after the patrol, probably
shifting their cud of chewing tobacco from one cheek to the other, then spitting along brown stream at
the tracks. Their contempt shown, they would disappear back into the forest. One thing was certain.
The patrol was not fooling anyone. By nightfal, the newswould be dl over the hills. They might aswell
have brought a brass band with them.

Seen from the last ridge he had crossed, asmdll cluster of buildings nestled at the bottom of the next hill.
Heturned his horse that way. Gunny was probably swilling moonshine, telling lies, and sampling the loca
women.

Topping asmdl risein thedirt road, Trent reined in the gelding. The smal hamlet spread out before him,
afew rundown buildings on both sides of the path they caled aroad; or morelikely, in this part of the
country, they called it atrace. No one was visible dong the street, not surprising consdering the hest.

Swest trickled down hissdes as he took off his hat and ran hisfingers through hishair. Drying his hands
on hisshirt, he dipped the loop off hisrevolver and pulled the SK'S from its boot on the saddle. Clucking
to the horse, he rode down to the buildings.

The dow-waking gelding was tense as a goring as he neared the largest of the buildings. Muscles
bunching and nodtrilsflaring, the horse cameto astop in front of the only building sporting asign, Ziler's
Mercantile. Holding his SKSin one hand, Trent was sarting to dismount when avoice sartled him from
behind.



"Better not."

Theleve of suppressed anger he heard spoke reams about what would happen if Trent did not obey.
The tone surpassed any language barriers.

Severd doors adong the walk began to disgorge aragged band of people, mostly women and kids.
Glancing behind him, Trent found the men. They were dl armed and looked ready for target practice with
Trent the bulls-eye. His SKSwasin hisright hand. Swing and fire? Fatdly dow. To draw and fire his
pistol, he would have to shift the SK'S, or drop it. They had him. Stone cold.

Let's see you talk yourself out of this, Trent chided himself as he turned in the saddle to confront the
men. Most were holding wegpons, not pointed in any particular direction. The sdlow faced young man
standing in front of the group pointed his double-barreled twelve gaugeright at Trent'smiddle.
Persuasive.

"What's the problem?’
"Likeyou don't know?’ The barrel of the shotgun came up abit.
"I don't, or | would not ask,” he replied reasonably.

Trent felt more relaxed now that he had gotten a better look at the man's wegpon. He knew he could
draw and shoot before the man pulled the trigger on the shotgun. It was an old piece with individua
hammers for each barrel, and the man had not cocked either one. The man could fire by pulling the
triggers, but that was ahard pull. Thefraction of a second it took would cost the man hislife, if it cameto
that.

"What are you doing around these parts?"

Trent tried to look around without being too obvious about it. “1'm looking for aman, thought he might
have stopped here.”

The shotgun came up to the man's shoulder asheaimed at Trent's heed. “I think you're lying."

Watching the man'sfinger on the trigger, knowing hed make histry if that finger so much astwitched,
Trent tried to think of areply that would not result in a shooting. Another voice brokein, an old voice,
but one il strong with vitdlity.

"Lethimgo, Lon."

Lon jerked around, lowering the shotgun. “Heisastranger, Gran. | bet heis one of them raiders we
keep hearing about.”

"Don't matter, Lon. Use your head. If he doneit, he would not ride back into town. Don't be stupid,” the
woman said.

Lon appeared to be trying to figure out if she had called him stupid, when a gray-headed woman stepped
around from behind Trent'shorse. Tall and erect, dressed severdly in black and gray, it was obviousthis
was the matriarch of the clan. Her eyes were sharp and bright. Anything lessthan the truth told to this
woman would regp nothing but grief and pain.

"Let'sstart over, mister. Y ou can see we're a bit touchy. What's your name?’

"John Trent, maam."



"Don' try to butter me, boy. What are you doing here? This place ain't exactly on the main trail.”

With no hesitation, Trent laid it out for her. He told her who he was traveling with and why, and who he
waslooking for. Severd of the men nodded when he mentioned the army patrol.

"I used to be a courier for the army. Right now, | am abrand spankin’ new U.S. Marsha headed for Big
Sorings”

At the mention of being aMarshal, the older people smiled, and most of the crowd nurtured |ooks of
derison on ther faces. Even the kids thought it was funny, having no doubt been raised with stories of
moon-shiners and the law. He'd heard the Stories too.

"These hillsain't been too kind to lawmen—as agenerd rule. However, times are different now.
Everything's different.” Gran looked away, logt in thought for amoment.

Decision time.

"Might be we could use some law, now and again. We have some trouble, and don't quite know what to
do about it. Why don't you climb off that horse and come with me."

Walking into the mercantile, she turned at the door and addressed the crowd. “ Y all go on ‘bout your
business. Lon, set some of the men to keep watch. And don't ask me what for because | don't know.
WEell be out later.”

Trent followed thewoman insde. Trouble lay on awooden bench at the back of the room. Theform
looked like awoman, and Trent had no doubt that it was. The blanket was too short to cover al of the
body, so they had covered her head, letting the feet show. Her left foot still had on ablack lace-up shoe.
Homemade. The other foot was bare and bloody. Trent shook his head and sighed. Another killing.

The old woman seemed frailer now that she was not in front of the townspeople and didn't haveto carry
the mantle of authority. She did not make any effort to gpproach the body. Her voicewas old gravel,
washed in mud and loathing.

"Someone killed one of our girls. Did thingsto her.” Her voice broke and her gaze pinned Trent. “We
tried to trail whoever didit. Thetrall just petered out and went away. Left just enough for usto think it's
maybe one person, aman.”

Anger colored her voice. “ Thereain't many people we can' trail in the woods,
mister-brand-spankin'-new Marshal. The onethat killed her ... just went away.” Her hard gaze pinned
him. “'Y ou know anything about this?'

"Morethan | want to,” Trent admitted. “ There have been other killings.”

The old woman kept silent for afew moments as she digested the news, searching his face with eyesthat
had seen more pain than they should ever have had to see. With acatch in her voice she said, “ Shewas
the prettiest girl here. We were hoping to marry her off soon.”

"Gran,” Trent said softly, “1 don't mean any disrespect, but | need to look at her. All of her. | haveto
know if sheisthe same asthe others. Y ou know ... how shewaskilled.” Heinclined his head toward the
door. “1 wouldn't like to get shot whilel am doing it."

"Shel'snaked,” Gran said.

Trent nodded, waiting for her decision.



Findly. “Will it meke adifference?"
"I don't know,” Trent said. “1 am kind of new &t this."

She gazed at him with alittle humor peeking around her grief. “By the Lord Jehovah, an honest man.
Youll never last.” She paused amoment, then said, “ Go ahead, Marshd. Please don't touch her."

Understanding the stubborn pride and mora code these hill people possessed, he said smply, “ Of
course.”

Leaving the building afew minutes |ater, he paused outside the door and took in adeep breath. The girl
had looked much the same. Maybe alittle more hurried in the handiwork, and he needed to think about
that some. Her belly diced open, her pubic hair scalped, and the nipples gone from her breasts. And the
brand. What significance a cross, burned into her forehead, had to do with anything, he didn't know.
There was alot he did not know. Too damn many questions. Not enough answers.

The old woman waited, watering his horse from a bucket, flanked by several men and women. Black
hats and full beards on the men, bonnets on the women. Not an old rusted out vehicle anywhere.
They probably never had one, maybe didn't even know the world had passed them by—Dbut it was a
world going backwards not forward.

"Wdl?'
They al looked at him as Gran asked the question.

He addressed them dl. “ Counting this girl, there have been three women killed in this particular way, at
least that | know of. There may be others. | don't have a clue about who did it, except he or sheisvery
good in theforest. There hasn't been asign left anywheretolook at. That'sal | know."

One of the men spoke up around his cud of tobacco. “ That ain't much. How d'you figure to keep this
from happenin’ again, Lavman?"'

Trent answered truthfully. “I can't. Y ou know that, aswell as| do. Before the Fall there were hundreds
of thousands of lawmen, maybe amillion. Even back then, the law could not protect you from something
likethis. Y ou haveto take care of yourselves, just like you've dways done."

"Well now, that'saright big help.”

Trent smiled ruefully. “I know it isn't much, butit'sal | can tell you. For my part, | will do my best, that's
the only promise | can give. Meanwhile, you protect your womenfolk. Do not let them go anywhere
aone. | do not think thiskiller likesacrowd. | dso think it isaman, from the one hed-print | have seen.
Heis strong, and awoodsman. Thereis one other thing. If thereis any doubt, shoot to kill."

"We *bout shot you, mister.” The laconic reply came from one of the older men.

Trent looked pointedly at the man. “ That'swhy | rode down the middle of the street. So there would be
no misundersgtandings.” Addressing al of them, Trent said, “1 know it'sa couple of daystravel, but if you
need me for anything, or find anything | need to know, I'll be & Big Springs.”

As Trent mounted and started to leave, the old woman had afinal comment. “Y ou got a badge,
lavman?'

"Y eah, somewhere,” Trent answered, searching his pockets.



"Bedter pinit on ... might save you from any ... misunderstandin's.”

Trent reached into his saddliebag and found the badge, and pinned it on his shirt. “Y ou might have a point
there, Gran."

Heading back up thetrail toward the standing rocks of Eleven Point Creek, Trent remembered his
origind misson. Wherein hell was Gunny?

* k% k %

Twilight shaded the clearing as Trent rode up to the campsite. The sound of the water bubbling over the
rocks had muffled his approach and he rode unannounced right into trouble.

Katie leaned against arock, the campfire between her and one of the soldiers. Wide and muscular, the
man was moving around the fire toward her when Trent'svoice rang out. “ Soldier, I'd like to save your
life"

The big man whirled at the sound of Trent'svoice. “What'd you say?"
"Y ou heard me. Now get back to your own part of the camp.”

"Or you'll dowhat?” The soldier was hdf Trent's age and held a short machine pistol, barrel pointing
down.

"I'l kill you,” Trent said Smply.

Contempt in hisvoice, the soldier said, “1 got an automatic in my hand, and your toy pistol isinits holster.
Now, | am no hotshot courier like you, but | just have to believe | have got the edge here. | think you are
dead meat. Asamatter of fact, | think I'll kill you first and then enjoy your woman the rest of the night.”

Trent said quietly, “To do that, you'll haveto be ableto pull thetrigger.”

The man stood facing Trent. “Awww, | heard of you. Y ou are supposed to be some ‘quick draw’ arti,
like Wyatt Earp or sumpin'. | never believed those old stories, and | don't believe you."

"Thenkill me"

Trent calmly stood in front of the soldier and could seetheindecision in his expression. A minute ago the
soldier was sure he could kill Trent, but now the seeds of doubt were obvioudy starting to sprout in his
mind. To make it worse, the other soldiers were watching. There wasn't any way he could back down
without losing respect. Trent could see hewas going to try it. Sowly, the barrel of the machine pistol
darted coming up.

"Benson, get out of there!” Gunny's voice was bullhorn loud, blasting over the sounds of theriver likea
pounding fid.

Walking up to the soldier, Gunny said, “Move, soldier, or I'll betaking apersond interest in makin' you
uffer.”

Benson's gaze shuttled between Trent and Gunny. Grumbling, he lowered his wegpon and sidled away
toward his sde of the camp.

"That wasclose” Trent said.

"Ah, hdl,” Gunny said. “Y ou probably shouldajust shot him. Save yoursdf the trouble later.”



The lieutenant coming over to them, his boots scrunching in the gravel, interrupted their conversation.
“What's the trouble, Sergeant?”'

Trent answered for him. *'Y our man Benson was out of line, Lieutenant. | aso couldn't help but notice
you sitting over there doing nothing about it."

"Sergeant? | wastaking to you."
"I'll take care of it, ar."

The lieutenant looked acrossthefire at Katie. “Very well, then. | don't think the...” he looked her up and
down, “Lady wasin any danger."

Trent'sfist cracked againg the lieutenant'sjaw, lifting him off hisfeet, and the man's shoulders made a
scrunching sound as he hit the gravel. Trent reached down and jerked the lieutenant to hisfeet. Holding
the wobbly-legged man upright, Trent breathed a soft warning to him. “Don't you ever speak to her in
that tone, Lieutenant. Not now. Not ever. Isthat clear?

Gunny took over. “Benson, get back over here and take the lieutenant to his bedroll. He must have
tripped on something. Therest of you men go back to whatever useless things you were doing. Stanton
and Ashe, tekefirst guard. Move!”

Coming back, Gunny said, “Must be the humidity. Tempers are kinda short around here, and me not
even having chow yet.” Helooked pointedly at Trent. “Y ou would do well to get that girl out of here.
She'strouble, eveniif it'snot her fault.”

While Gunny gtirred around the |eftover squirrdl and fish, Trent went to Katie. “Areyou al right?”
"Sure. | can take care of mysdlf, you know. That redly wasn't necessary.”

Trent ignored her show of bravado. He reached out and brushed her hair from her face. “ From now on,
don't get so far from your weapon. Do not ever go unarmed. Even when you think you are among
friends, or if itisjust acal of nature. It might make the difference.”

"Yes, Father."
"And don't be a smartass.”
"And don't you be so jedlous of it, Trent. Y ou don't haveto winit. I've decided it isaready yours.”

Trent pondered that while trying to recover his sagging jaw. Well, now. Still nonplussed, he sat down to
tak with Gunny.

"Y ou out looking for me?"
"We thought you might belogt,” Trent said with asmile.

Gunny looked serioudy at Trent. “No point in looking for me, boy. Therewill never be aday you could
find me out there. Y ou should know that."

Trent watched as Gunny abruptly got up and walked away. Now what was that all about?

* * * %

Katieand Trent lay in their bedrolls on opposite sides of the fire. With their heads close together, their
conversation soft and quiet. He had just told her about the other killing. Shelay mute, thinking about it.



Findly ... “1 don't understand the kind of person it takesto do such athing.” Katie's voice was mildly
plantivein the night.

"I know,” Trent said. “1 did somereading. Even if we did know the type of person that doesthis, it
probably would not put us any closer to catching him.”

"Wait. Whoa Y ou werereading?'

Trent grinned. “Y ou don't think | can read? Do you remember the Side trip | mentioned? | went to the
library in one of the abandoned towns we passed. | didn't find much, the place was a shambles, but there
wereafew thingsleft.” Trent thought amoment. “Mainly they broke the killings down into four
categories. visonary killers—people who hear voices and have visons, misson-oriented—getting rid of a
certain group of people; hedonigtic killers—they kill for sexud gratification and usualy mutilate the victim,
and the power-oriented kille—they like to control and dominate.”

"Thisguy may fit dl four,” Katie mused.
"I know,” Trent said around ayawn, “but we will find him. Oneway or another.”

He glanced at Katie. Great, he had put her to sleep. Through aholein the canopy of trees above them,
Trent stared at the garsalong time.



Chapter 9

The predawn light dowly appeared as awhite envelope of humidity and fog. Cooler air had moved in
during the night and the dense growth and damp ground gave up itsmoisture in surred fingers, dowly
lifting toward the canopy of leaves above. Water dripped from the leaves, shaken loose by afew
twittering sparrows grumping deepily at the new day.

The hilltops saw thetip of the sun asit came up, but the valeys between the hills remained shrouded in
the gloom of shadow and night.

John Trent came awake with instant awareness, listening to the sounds of the forest as he opened his
eyes. Something was wrong.

With awareness came action, and Trent slently snaked out of his blanket into the darker shadow of the
huge boulder next to him. Breathing shalowly, with his mouth open to give his ears a better chance at
hearing, he strained his sensesinto the dawn.

Turning dightly, helooked at Katielying afew feet away, and saw her staring at him. He made adight
hand motion, and after a startled glance around, she dowly moved toward him. Once she gained the
shadows, she quickly cameto him.

Without taking his attention from the forest, Trent pointed toward one of the sentries. Sumped over a
rock, his posture could easily have been mistaken for dumber.

Katie's breath felt soft and warm in hisear. “What's wrong?”'

"Hisgunismissng.” Trent looked across the clearing. He could barely make out the degping patrol.
Gunny had spread his blankets away from his men, around a bend in the clearing. Trent hoped he was
awake. He reached out and pulled Katie to him, his hand unconscioudly caressing her hair as his senses
filled with her. His mouth touching her ear, he bregthed, “Raiders. They're ingde the perimeter.”

With hand signds, he had her cover the clearing to the left, while he took the right.

Trent thought of tossing arock into the degping men, hoping to wake them, but he wastoo late.
Someone tossed something else.

A sarrated round object bounced once with ametalic click on the ground.
"Isthat a..” Katie's astonishment echoed loudly between the rocks. Her indiscretion did not matter.
"Down!” Trent hurtled hisbody into hers, dumping her to the ground behind aboulder.

Theroar of the explosion barely muffled the sound of automatic weapons. Earsringing, Trent rose up
from behind awaist high rock and coally fired. Rushing bodies and gunfirefilled the camp. The degping
squad of soldiersleaped from their bedrolls after the grenade went off and lost three men to gunfire
before they went back to earth.

During asudden lull in the firing, Trent heard someone screaming. He vaguely remembered seeing a
wounded man dragged out of the camp and into the brush. The screaming abruptly stopped.

Again, thefiring picked up. Trent reached for his pack of extraclipsfor the SKS. He saw Katie grimly
shuck out a spent magazine and dap in aspare, never taking her attention from the clearing.



"Let's show them were ill here”

Trent's voice stayed level and cool. AsKatie cameto join him, Trent raked the perimeter of the forest,
his SKSfiring asfast ashe could pull thetrigger. Katie's AK-90 roared in short bursts on full auto.

Suddenly, the clearing was full of rushing figures asthe raiders charged their position. Katiesrifle clicked
empty and she fumbled with another clip asthree men darted toward them. The action of Trent's SKS
clacked open, and not having the time to reload, he palmed his Ruger, dropping two raiders as they
stormed around the boulder. Katie pulled her small Browning .380 Auto from her ankle holster and shot
the third raider just as he lined his sights on Trent. She then turned and expended the rest of the sixteen
round clip at the backs of the fleeing raiders.

Wordlessly, Trent handed her aclip for the AK-90 and covered her while she reloaded. Snapping in the
clip, shejacked back the charging handle and was ready, eyes made wide by arush of adrenaine and
trying to look everywhere at once.

Assuddenly asit started, the attack was over. The silence following the brief battle was deafening.
Immediately reloading his SKS, Trent positioned Kétie between two rocks and dipped into the forest.
Single shots punctuated the morning each time he found awounded raider.

Gunny and Trent walked into the camp from opposite sides, stopping suddenly asthey caught sight of
each other. Katie straightened with an audible sgh of relief. The surviving soldiers began drifting out of
whatever cover they had found during the brief fight.

Gunny's anger was scathing. “Look a them, Trent. These soldiers are redlly something.” Taking abig
private by the arm, the same one who had given Katie trouble, he asked, “Where's your wegpon,
Benson?’ The wild-eyed man looked vainly for hisMAC-10.

"That's enough, Sergeant.” The lieutenant walked up, brushing leaves and dirt from hisuniform.

Gunny whirled around. “Enough? Chrigt! It isnot near enough! Not one round fired, Lieutenant. Not a
sngle damned one. These recruits scattered like abunch of kids. If it had not been for Trent and thisgirl,
wewould al be dead.”

"Wedidn't do so bad.” The lieutenant's voice had a plaintive edgeto it. “It could have been worse.”

Waking toward Katie, Trent spoke to Gunny as he went by. “Y ou lost three men, plus your two
sentries, Gunny. That isfive. Our horsesare dl gone, plusthe pack train. They got what they wanted.
The only reason they attacked was to keep usbusy. They got it al. All the supplies and ammo you have
left iswhatever is on your backs.” Coming to Katie, he spoke softly so only she could hear. “Pack our
gear. Weareleaving."

Shedid not waste time arguing, just turned and began throwing their things together, obvioudy knowing
he wanted to keep watch on the forest. She was done in moments.

Trent turned to Gunny. “Y ou're on your own, Gunny. We are pulling out."
"You can't leave us, Trent,” the lieutenant blurted out. “ The colonel said you wereto guide us.”

Ignoring him, Trent spoke to Gunny. “We are drawing too much attention. This crowd istoo big. You
would do better to bresk into small groups and scatter. Theraiders know you are here. They will dog
you the rest of the way home. K atie can take me oninto Big Springs.”

Gunny's voice conveyed hisregret as helooked at the remaining men of the patrol. “I will haveto stay



with them."
"Watch your ass, Gunny."

Glancing around the clearing, littered with bodies and the smdll of death, Gunny replied, “ Y eah, | hear
that."

"Ready, John.” Kati€e's voice was subdued, but her chin was up and her gaze steady. The smell of cordite
reeked in the moisture-laden air, and the morning sun was aready promising the oppression of another
hot day.

Asthey |eft the clearing, Gunny's voice stopped them. “ Trent? If | don't get fragged bottle feeding these
damned killers; I'll come by to seeyou.”

"Y ou are welcome anytime, Gunny.”

* k k %

Midmorning found them on abluff overlooking the river. They were dtill following Eleven Point Creek
and Trent knew they would have to turn away from the river soon to head northeast toward the Currant
River and Big Springs.

They werewaking in apineforest. The needles on the ground muffled al sound of their passing and the
whispering breeze hissing through the trees & the top of the bluff was soothing and cool on their faces.
Trent dropped his pack and stretched, looking out over the hills and valleys. Glancing back, he noticed
Katie stting on her pack, arms around her knees, just staring at the ground. She had not said much since
the attack earlier that morning, and now as she sat there, she trembled and shook. The aftermath was
dartingto setin.

Knedling, Trent wrapped her in hisarms, holding her head to his shoulder. “It'sal right, Katherine. Y our
body isjust reacting to losing dl that adrenain. The shakes are normal.”

He handed her his canteen, and she gratefully put it to her lips.
"I never knew my mouth could be so dry. Do you get the shakes too?"

Trent's expression softened. “ Sure, but | usudly do it late at night when no one can see. | have to protect
my image.” He stroked her hair. “Y our firg time?"

"Yeah.” The oneword wasfull of emotion.
"You did good.”

"Did |, redlly?1 killed some of those men. I've never killed aman before.” Her voice was amixture of
loathing and wonder.

Trent roughly pulled avay, hands still on her shoulders. His gaze held steadily to her blue eyes until he
was sure she was through feding sorry for hersalf. He watched it al march pagt, by the expressonin her
eyes. He could count the emotions. Loathing. Despair.

No one should ever haveto kill. It was not fair.

Sowly, redity set in, with her new knowledge of the red world. Then resolve. But, not pride. He knew
shewas not proud of it, but aso knew deep down the killing was unavoidable. It was smply the price of
urvivd.



The handsthat had roughly held her awvay from him started caressng her arms and shoulders. Trent's
voice was gentle. “How did you do today? Let me evaluate you as | would asoldier, Katherine. Mogt
important of al, you were quiet and did not ask stupid questions. Y ou did what | asked you to do
without hesitation, and yes ... you had the gutsto kill when you had to. There was no choice. Those
people who attacked our camp were not going to stop and let us take a vote about whether we wanted
to die, and they sure as hell were not going to debate the mordity of the Stuation. They were going to kill
you. Or worse. Or both. Remember that.

"L ook at how therecruitsdid. They ran like rabhbits. If more of them were like you ... they might not have
lost so many men. Besides,” he chuckled, trying to get her mind off the attack, “you even saved my tail.
That last raider would have put lead into meif you hadn't nailed him."

Katie smiled a him, her gaze burning with something he had seen in her before when they met at the
clearing. “ Then you owe me. Right? There's bound to be a code of the forest, or something like that?"

"You bet."
"Then pay up."

Hislips started to form a question, but it just made things easier for Katie. Her lipsfound his, softly
clinging, then grinding with hunger. Her amswent around him as she entwined her fingersin hishair and
held him againg her.

"Areyou sure about this?'
Her answer was another kiss. This one softer and full of promise.

All hisresistance to her, which was not much, fell away as his hands cupped her buttocks and pulled her
tight againgt him, crushing her breasts againgt his chest.

Breathing heavily, she broke away, chuckling as his mouth found her throat and his hands worked on the
laces of her shirt. “Why, Marshd,” she said breathily. “ The thingsyou do ... and right here in broad

daylight?"



Chapter 10

The following day found them high on atree-covered mountain, overlooking anatura basin about two
miles across. Although he could not seeit from their vantage point, Trent could hear the rumble of water
erupting from the spring below.

"How did al this come about, Katherine?| had it pictured in my mind as being alot bigger.”

With asigh, Katie dropped her pack to the ground and came to stand by Trent, appearing happy to take
ontherole of tour guide. Trent had not stopped all morning, and by her moans and groans, he could tell
her tail was dragging.

"Y ou hear that noise from below?’ she asked. “ That's the spring. | found some old tourist brochures that
told dl about it. Millions of gallons of cold, clear water comesbustin’ out from under this mountain every
day. It formsariver for about two miles, then ducksinto acave in the limestone, and disappears. It findly
feedsinto the Currant River severd milesfrom here.”

Trent stood with his hands on his hips. He took a deep breath, taking in the cool, moist air coming up
from below. Katie cameto stand in front of him, fitting into him like aspoon.

"That's what started the settlement? The water?"

"Y ep. There were some smdll towns nearby, but when the plague started no one knew what caused it.
People were scared. Some of the loca s thought contaminated water caused the sickness, so they holed
up herein the basin. Thiswater was the cleanest around, | guess. At leadt, it was clean enough that
people did not die. Of course, there weren't many people here until the last few years.”

"How did they keep everyone out? | would think once the word got around everyone would want to
come."

"Y ou'd remember thismore than I, anything us young folk know isjust hearsay.” She arched an eyebrow
at him. “But with people dying so fast it was pure panic. Not many thought of Big Springs, and alot that
did died before they got here. Then, of course, there wasthe road.”

"Road?’ Heglanced a her quizzically.

"Therewas only oneroad into this place, so they blasted it out. All thislimestoneis soft. A few sticks of
dynamite in the right spot made it disappear under tons of rock. Now, the only way in or out is game
trails, on foot or horseback. Those can be watched, if need be."

Katie stared into the basin, absentmindedly rubbing the back of his hands, which were locked around
her.

"Katherine, about yesterday."

She leaned back into him, pushing against him with her buttocks. “What about yesterday? Y ou fed you
were cheated or something? Got took advantage of ? What?"

"Besrious”
"] am dead sarious, John."

"l just want you to be sure, that'sal. I'm no bargain.”



"That isamatter of opinion, old man,” she said with achuckle. She picked up her pack. “Come on. We
go around this bend and you can see the town.”

A few minuteslater, Katie sared in awe at the settlement. “Wheredid dl...” Her voice faded with the
question.

Trent pulled apair of binoculars from his pack. Focusing the instrument pulled avision of the town right
up to his nose. The settlement had one street, with buildingslining each side. A few houses randomly
dotted the basin floor and off to one side stood asmall country church, complete with steeple and bell
tower.

The dtreet, lined with men, and horses and wagonstied to rails and posts, wasawel of inactivity. No
one seemed to be doing anything. Then, agroup of men erupted from one of the buildings. Trent saw the
puff of smoke long before he heard the inggnificant sound of the shot. The group turned and trooped
back into the building. The body left on the ground did not move.

Trent turned to Katie with agrim expression. “Looks like you have alot of new resdents.
"Raders?'
"Raiders, mercenaries, survivors, who knows? It doesn't make much difference what you call them.”

Holding her own set of glasses, shesaid, “I don't seeany of thelocals, and | can't figure how they got
those wagonsin.”

Abruptly, she started down the pine-needled trail skirting the basin.
Following, Trent asked, “Where are you going?'

"Thereisaranch a couple milesfrom here run by Connie Sanchez. Sheisafriend of mineand hasa
bunch of ridersright out of old Mexico. They're al descendants of the Maya, whatever that is. All | know
is, nobody messes with them. Connie kegps her ear to the ground. Shell know what's going on."

* * * %

The Sanchez ranch lay in ahigh, narrow valley next to the Big Springs basin. The land was not quite as
rough, with the forest broken by smal gladesfull of grass. In the distance, Trent could see cattle grazing
on aplateau, and on another were horses. All the animals had guards. Someone had been very smart.
Cattle represented food. Anyone controlling aherd of cattle could have about anything they wanted.
Provided they could hold it.

Coming out on awider trail that led to the main house, Trent saw alow bungaow with ared-tiled roof
and wraparound porch. They hitched up their packs and started toward it.

"Holdit."

The voice had come from the Side, next to a gigantic outcropping of limestone, and Trent silently cursed
himsdf for not being more careful. Katie's confidence had lulled him into thinking they were safe.

The man who rode around the rock was lean and dark. Both hands handled hisrifle as he guided his
horse with his knees. Hiswide brimmed hat sat on the back of hishead, reveaing shiny black hair. The
smoke from the small cigarillo made his eyes squint at them, but Trent doubted he missed anything. This
man |looked to be all whang-leather and sharp spurs. There was no doubt about the M-16 pointed at
them.



"Y ou have business here?’ His voice was soft and musica, with no trace of an accent.
Katie spoke up, sounding flustered. “Y ou must be new here. I'm afriend of Consuelo's.”

Motioning them forward with the point of the gun, he said palitely, “ That we shall see. Today isnot a
good day for viditors.

"Have you had trouble?’ Trent asked.
"Each day hasitsown.” The brusque reply was both philosophical and grim.

Asthey neared the long porch, awoman burst through the door. Long black hair framed her eyes, and
her low cut dress revealed a voluptuous body. Her dress was trimmed with so much jewelry, she looked
more like an Indian princess than aMexican land owner.

"Katie,” sheexclamed as she hugged the tall blond girl.

"How'sit going, Connie?'

Consudo's expression sobered amoment. “1t goes. How do you like my new foreman?"
"He seemsvery cgpable.”

"Capable?’ Connielaughed. “You have noidea."

Trent was watching the retreating man on the horse when Connie turned to him. “And who isthisvery
handsome man?"

Katie pulled him by the arm as they moved toward chairs on the porch. “Connie, thisis John Trent."

"Welcome.” The black haired beauty let her gaze roam over him from head to foot. Her Mexican accent
suddenly became thick as syrup. “I am the Contessa Maria Consuel 0 Gonzales Pelenquey Sanchez.”

Trent did not know whether to doff his hat, bow from the wai s, or fire atwenty-one gun salute. Lacking
the proper artillery, he compromised. “Damn!” He grinned.

"That'swhat | said thefirst time.” A voice came from within the house. “ Of course, I've been herealat,
0 I'musedtoit.”

The door behind them opened and a big man eased himsealf onto the porch. The truculent voice and
mocking eyes set warning bells off in Trent's head.

Trent looked at Katie for direction, but her gaze locked on Consuelo. Somehow, she had led theminto a
nest of snakes, and Trent decided to walk soft, not wanting to step on the wrong one. He had been in the
woods way too long.

Consuelo was obvioudy flirting with him, Katie was gearing up for an old-fashioned clawing match, and
another man was staking out the Mexican girl ashisown territory, leaving Trent in the middle. Trent
couldn't stop the grin growing on hisface.

The man had stopped and was staring a Trent. “1 know you."
"A lot of people know me,” Trent replied evenly. “ And you are?’

"Pagan Reeves.” He sad it asif it should mean something.



And it did. Colonel Bonham had talked about this man. Brutal and ruthless, Reeves was supposed to
have no side but his own.

"l know the name."

Apparently, Katie could not keep Trent'sidentity to herself. Pulling Consuelo to atable, she said, “John
isaUnited States Marshal .”

"A marshd.” At firg, the Mexican girl was unimpressed. “A marshd?'
"Thearmy assgned himto Big Springs,” Katie continued.

"Alone? Areyou crazy?’ Consuelo said in incredul ous tones as she shuttled her gaze between Katie and
Trent. “ Have you seen the town since you returned?’ All trace of an accent was gone. “ There are at least
fifty mercenariesin town aone. They have just about run dl the honest people off. We hear thereisa big
cheese raider camped out in the hills, just waiting for everyoneto clear out S0 he can move hisfamiliesin.,
We need an army here, not one man.”

"Guess| will haveto do.” Trent was moving off the porch, getting ready to leave.

"Youwon't last aday,” Reeves said with contempt, standing with his hand close to his holstered pistal. “I
remember you now, Trent. Y ou are the Army courier. Scout. Fast-gun artist.”

Reeve's mocking tone was pushing, and Trent did not want anything to happen here because of the
women. Too many got hurt in shootouts, and not necessarily the people doing the shooting.

Reeves continued. “Maybe | should just save the boys in town the trouble and run you off right now."

Coldly angry, Trent turned, and his earlier caution gone, faced Reeves. Walking toward the man, he
replied. “Why don't you do that, Reeves? Y ou run me off. Do it right now. Y ou have agun. Useit."

Trent kept getting closer. Findly, they were facing each other with less than afoot of space between
them.

"How about it, Reeves? Are you going to pull that shooter?

Trent could see Pagan Reeves was swesting. Any gunplay now would get them both killed. Neither
could miss.

"Enough of this"

The man who had escorted them to the house stood afew feet away. He held alarge bore Smith and
Wesson asif it was part of hisbody. He pointed it at Pagan.

"Sure, anything you say, Chico,” Pagan said.

Pagan backed off dowly, making a show of being reuctant to move. Looking mdicioudy at Trent, he
mounted his horse.

"Trent. Y ou cometo town and you will die. Big Springsismine. | have the town and the men to hold it.
But you come on, Marshd. Y ou just comeon.”

Reeveswhirled his horse and rode away in a cloud of insgnificant threats and dusty bravado. He was
gonein secondsflat.



Trent turned to face the Mexican, the pieces of hismemory findly clicking together. “ Chico Cruz."
"Thesame"

"I have heard many things of Chico Cruz."

"And | have heard of the courier John Trent."

Katie brokein. “If thismutua admiration society could bregk up, it'stime we left. It's getting dark, John."
"All right, Katherine."

"John?" Consudlo said. “John, isit? And Katherine? He getsto call you Katherine?” She looked at
Katie, holding her hand to her mouth. “Now | see. | am so0 sorry, Katie. Now | know why you were
getting so med.”

Conniegiggled softly into her hand. “ Please, both of you, stay with metonight.”

Katie shrugged. “All right, welll stay. Let's go insde, Connie. We have some catching up to do."
"Why was Reeves here?” Trent threw the question out for anyone to answer.

Consuelo turned and regarded him amoment.

"Hewantsme,” she said. “Hewantsmy land ... he wants my cattle. Mostly, he just wants. Up to now, it
has been easier to humor him than to fight him.” Shelooked over at Cruz with atroubled gaze. “We may
haveto fight him, now."

After the women went inside, Cruz turned to Trent.

"Heisadangerous man, this Reeves."

"He'sgot someyelow in him,” Trent said.

"Yes, but heisdl the more dangerous for it. With him, you have to watch your back."

Trent findly breached the question that had been burning ingde him. “Last | heard, you were Jeremiah
Starking's second-in-command. Y our nameison every army bulletin board in the territory.”

"S0? Do you now chalenge me, Marshd Trent? We have always been on opposite sides, my friend, but
we know of each other and are very much dike, | think. There would be no gain for ether of us, if we
fight"

"Sometimes, thereisno gain,” Trent said. “I've been given ajob, Chico. Now, | wear abadge. That
doesn't impress anyone yet, but | have been thinking about it, and | like theidea. | have decided | am
going to do the job that goes with the badge. If | do it well, then the badge will gain respect. If | can do
thiswell, then the next man to wear the badge will have respect. | may not have a choice whereyou are
concerned.”

"There are dways choices.” Cruz scraped alinein the dust with his boot. “ See? Between usisaline.
You areon oneside. | am on the other. What separates us, Trent? Y ou havekilled. | havekilled. Now,
suddenly, you have a badge. Do you now think your killings are somehow officid? If you decide
someone should die, you will perform your duty. There are no questions asked. If | decide someone has
to die, and kill them, | am acriminal, and amurderer. | am wrong Smply because | do not have a badge.
My question for you isthis: does the badge make you right, Trent? Or, isthis badge smply the horse you



rideto get what you want?"

Chico Cruz stood straight in the evening sunlight, atall man burned brown by the sun. “Do not show your
badge to me and expect me to honor it. | will not. | will honor the man, and judge you by your actions.”

Both men had turned and were leaning against the fencerailing of the corra. Trent watched asthe horses
nipped and played in the evening coolness, thinking of what Cruz had said.

The problem was, Trent liked this man, and of course, what he said was right. He respected him as one
fighting man does another. All he had ever heard about Chico Cruz was that he was atough manin any
kind of fight, and never aword about sensdesskillings or brutality. But he had been Starking's right hand
man. And Starking was araider. Was Trent's opinion of Starking wrong too?

Here, standing in the approaching gloom of evening, in aranch yard he had never seen before, John Trent
felt he had found a kindred soul. Both men understood each other as can only happen when the same
ground has been covered, the same battles fought. Each had tasted the blood and dirt of victory and
defeat.

Trent took histime. He wanted Cruz to understand. “Chico, ever since |l joined the army, | was about
seventeen | guess, | have dwaystried to do theright thing. | have dways had adeep fedling for what is
right. | guesswe can cdl it the law. Not laws written by legidators and congressmen that are written on a
whim and can't be enforced. Thereisan older law. The one most people are born with.

"From the first time man sprung from the well of life, he has had a sense of right and wrong. Someone has
to stand up againgt those who take advantage of weaker people. | guess that's where I've dwaystried to
mn

Cruz flipped the stub of the cigarillo into the corrd. “ But now, you have a disadvantage. Now that you
have the badge, and if you honor it, you must be right and just. Above dl, you must be sure. Sure of your
position, and what you do. Y ou must be dl these things before you pull your gun, my friend.”

"S0, you think | should throw the badge away?’ Trent looked quizzicdlly at Cruz.

Cruz shrugged e oquently. “The man on the other sde of thislinewetak of, like Pagan Reeves ... hasno
decisions to make about right or wrong. He knows exactly where he is. He knows where you are, and
will not hesitate, or be bothered with doubts. That gives him the advantage because you will dways have
to wait that extra second until you know, until you are sure. The other man does not careif heisright or
not.” Cruz reached over and tapped the butt of Trent's pistal. “When that time comes, you will haveto
be very fast, my friend, and very, very good.”

"Which sde of thisline are you on, Chico?"

Chico thought a moment. “For each man, and each circumstance, | must draw theline” AsTrent raised
his eyebrows, Cruz continued. “Y ou wonder about this? We can't be brave a all times. We can't even
beright al thetime. To survive, we must ded with each Stuation by itsef. My job isto protect the
Senora Sanchez and help preserve her rancho. This| will do.”

"Thenif | yel for hep ... none will be coming.”
"I heard about thefight a Caplinger Mills. Therewere sx men?1 don't think you will need much help.”
"Maybe.” Trent smiled ruefully. “And maybe | have bit off morethan | can chew.”

* * * %



The Watcher sat in the shade of an old incense cedar that was twisted and gnarled with age. The shady
blanket of needles kept the setting sun from reflecting on the glass of the binoculars he was using.

The women below him, brought into sharp rdief by the ten-power lens, were beautiful, full breasted, full
of lifeand vigor. But no, hewould have to look somewhere e se. These women were worthy, but too
well guarded. The pistolero would guard the Mexican girl, and guard her well. The blonde haired woman
was with Trent and the Watcher did not want to antagonize Trent. At least, not yet. He returned his gaze
to the blond woman. Watching her walk acrossto the corral below, he felt the heat stirring within him.
She was beautiful. He knew she would be soft in places she needed to be. Would her nipples belarge
and soft, or small and hard? Her skin would be tight, and part like ... he forced his eyesfrom her. Maybe
later. It would befun ... later.



Chapter 11

Big Springs was built on either side of the old Conservation Department's access road which entered the
small basin between the hills. Mills populated the part of the road that paralleled the springs, using the
rushing water to power huge paddlewheds, which turned the gears and grinders that processed corn and
wheat, or turned the blades for sawing lumber. Acrossthe old and broken tarmac were buildings that
housed atrading store and meeting hall. A few houses and a church were at the south end, and alone
building used as a sdloon was on the north.

As Trent made his mid-morning ride into town, histhoughts were on how best to handle this new
stuation. He had dressed with care, wearing jeans and knee-length moccasins, a blue cotton shirt with his
new star pinned on the front in plain view. His SKSwasin its boot, and his right hand was on his hip near
his gun. Sitting tal in the saddle, he rode down the middle of the Street toward the saloon.

Hisreason for coming in done, he had discussed with Cruz last night...
"At least let me go in with you in the morning,” Cruz had said. “My riders can watch your back for you."

"Thought you didn't want to help,” Trent had replied chidingly. “I'll go aone, Chico. If wegoinwith a
show of force, there will be afight for sure. If I go alone, maybe they will not be so jumpy. | could use
theloan of ahorsethough.”

In the end, Cruz agreed and the horse he gave Trent was magnificent. Too large to be agood cattle
horse, the sorrdl gelding reminded Trent of stories of the Conquistador horses ridden into battle. A battle
horse. Fitting.

When faced with a problem, Trent only knew oneway to solveit. Sraight on ... don't pull your
punches and the devil takes the hindmost.

Chairslined the porch of the saloon, most of them filled with mercs and hangers-on, the likesfound in
most any settlement. Theloca spit-whittle-and-chew club.

Trent looked the men over as he stepped down from his horse. He thought they could be bad as agroup,
but did not see anyone who might be trouble by himsdif.

"Mornin',” Trent said as he took the stepstwo at atime. He held arolled up piece of cardboard that he
had taken from the back of his saddle. “Who runsthis place?’

One of the mercsturned his head and spat a brown stream into the street. “Who wants to know?'

Without breaking stride, Trent reached out with atoe and kicked the front of the chair out from under the
man. The merc flipped over backwards with a crash, his head cracking againgt the building on the way
down. A look of dumb surprise washed over hisface.

"I do.” Trent waited, asif he did not give adamn what the merc did, and in truth, he did not.
Findly, when the merc saw no one was going to rush to hisrescue, he said, “Murdock runsit.”

"Thanks.” Turning to one Sde, Trent palmed his Ruger, reversed it, and used the butt for ahammer to
tack his poster to the wall. He stepped back and surveyed the men on the porch. “Read it. If you cant,
find someoneto read it for you."



Moving into the gloom of the saloon, he sopped to let his eyes adjust to the dim light. This saloon was
different from others held seen in that it was neater than most; the bar across one end was polished, the
floor swept and clean. Helooked around at the men and women Sitting at tables and leaning against the
bar. Some he knew from other places, some he had never seen. Still, there were not any hewould cdll
raider.

"I'm looking for Murdock.” The noiselevel had fallen to awhisper when he camein and hisvoice carried
eadly.

A largewoman in her late twenties got up from one of the tables and crossed around behind the bar.
Leaning forward on her e bows, she looked him over; the way a schoolteacher doesthe class prankster.

"l am Murdock."
Trent could see now why the place was neater than usud; it had awoman'stouch.

When he thought *big’ to himsdlf, he did not mean fat. Thiswoman was over six feet tall and
proportioned to size. When she leaned forward, her breasts nearly exploded from the low-cut dress. In
the subdued light, her face was expressionless, her eyes unreadable as obsidian. Trent vowed to be very
careful, and not low-rate this woman.

"You runthisplace?

"Every inch of it, mister. What'll you have?'

"How about a speech and a beer, in that order.”

She grinned and the hardness left her face. “Y ou give the speech and I'll get the beer.”

Trent turned and hooked his elbows on the bar. While looking nonchadant, the position actudly put his
hands closer to hisgun. He knew at least one in the room that did not missthat fact. “My nameis John
Trent. Some of you know me. If you do not, you will get to.

"What passes for government these days claim I'm aUnited States Marshd, but you and | know that has
not meant much in these hillsfor the last hundred years. That does not matter. Y ou can cal me marshd,
or law dog, or anything €lse you want. That does not matter either.

"What does matter isthis; | am serving notice right now, anyone not showing some sign of work, or
serving some purpose around Big Springs, will leave. It can go easy or hard, and you can have it any way
you want it. Thetroublein this settlement isover.

"Thereisalist of people outsde onthewadll. If your nameison thelist, you have until sundown to get
out. After that, | will kill you on sght. That's the speech.”

Trent turned and took the beer Murdock handed him. It was cold and beaded with condensation. He
swallowed half the contents before he put the bottle down.

"How do you keep it cold?"

"Thereisawdl in the back that feedsin from the Springs. The water is cold enough to make your teeth
hurt. Ismy name on theligt?"

Helooked sdeways at her. “I didn't know your name. Besides, looks to me like you have ajob."

"| thought maybe you would try to run off al the newcomersand just leave the origind settlers”



"Nope. That isnot my intention. Just run an honest place. When people get too drunk to navigate, send
them out the door. If they won't go, send for me."

"If they won't go, I'll show them this.” She reached under the bar and came up with an old sawed-off
Ithaca pump shotgun. On the front was an attachment called a Duck-bill, a deadly item spawned in the
jungles of Vietnam that would spread the shot in ahorizonta pattern.

"| inherited thisfrom my grandfather. HewasaNam Vet,” she said.

"Have you ever used it?'

Shegrinned a him. “Just once. It was one hell of asight. | don't get too many arguments any more.”
"l canimagine”

"Onemore question, Marsha. What about my girls? Do they stay?"

Trent was not aware she ran prostitutes. He idly wondered what they took for pay ashe said, “Y ou il
don't understand, Murdock. | do not have aproblem if you are doing normd stuff, and not causing
trouble. | am not going to run the oldest profession out of town, unlessthey are spreading disease or
rolling drunks. Just keep it clean.”

"Well, I'm not sure thelocal parson would consider our normal stuff very normal, but | appreciate your
atitude just the same.”

He noticed her glance at the door. Looking around, he saw acluster of men at the poster he had tacked
up. One of the men ripped it from thewall and threw it down on the deck.

Trent Ssghed and started for the door. “Wdll, time to go to work."

Murdock caled to him. “The big man isthe one they have brought for you, Trent. He likesto scomp and
heisanutcracker."

As he passed through the door, the human bear jumped forward and wrapped him up, picking Trent's
feet off the porch and trying to break hisback. Trent knew if he did not end this fight now, he was a dead
man. He struggled to free hisleft arm; hisright hand pushing the man's chin back and up. Findly, hisarm
came free and he opened his pams and dapped the man on both ears, amove that ruptured his
eardrums. Thefirg time the man just whined. The second time his grip loosened. When Trent dipped
down in the giant's grasp, he kicked the man on the instep and did free. The man howled in pain.

Trent suddenly found himself propelled into the street and surrounded by aring of spectators. Most were
shouting encouragement to the giant.

It was hot and humid, and Trent was fast losing histemper. “Migter, | don't know you, so you will get
onewarning. No more of this,” Trent said, panting.

The big man smiled, showing gapped teeth. Blood trickled from both of hisears. “The nameisBig
Waters, lawvman, and | am going to kill you with my hands. I'm gonna break you like astick.”

The man was clumsy, but amonster of strength. Trent sighed. He just could not chance along fight, not in
this hegt.

"All right then, Waters. Come and get it."

The big man rushed him again. When he was an arm's length away, Trent jabbed hisfingertipsinto the



man'sthroat. When the giant stumbled to astop, gagging for air, Trent dipped sideways and kicked in
the man'sright knee. The leg broke with aliquid sounding pop, and the giant went down like afelled tree,
screaming and holding hisleg.

Trent looked at the rest of the men and women. “ Anyone e se?"

The crowd was stunned. Not &t the violence, he was sure they were used to that. They had seen men
crushed in Big Waters' hands. The man they were afraid of was defeated with no more effort than taking
out the garbage. Trent meant it to be that way.

Oneman dressed in apartid camo uniform said, “Tell it to Pagan Reeves. He will skinyou dive."
Trent sngled him out. “No. Youtdl him. Right now.” He stared at the man until he turned and lft.
"All right, move out of theway,” awoman'svoice brokein.

Murdock pushed her way through the crowd, carrying ablack bag. “ Jesus, Trent. Y ou should havekilled
him"

“Why?

"After | set hisleg, well haveto cut atree for him to use as a crutch. None of us are big enough to carry
him around.”

"Useahorse"

* * * %

Later that afternoon, after one of the townsmen found him abuilding to use as an office and placeto live,
Trent stood in the empty room wondering what to do with it. A knock on the door saved him.

"Migter.” A young boy stood at the door.

"What can | do for you, son?"

"Preacher Stephens wants you should come down to his place for dinner.”

"Cmonin,” Trent said. “Y ou got aname?'

"Tommy."

Trent held out hishand. “My nameis John, Tommy. Nice to meset you."

Tommy wandered inside looking around, ignoring the outstretched hand. “Not much of aplace.”
"l just got here” Trent said defensively.

"No kiddin'. Know what my dad says?'

Trent raised his eyebrowsin question.

"He says you got a bulls-eye painted on your butt, and people are goin’ to belinin’ up soon for target
practice.”

"Y our father isawise man.”

"My dad says—"



Trent raised his hand to stop the continuing avalanche of * dad says. “Tommy, you are depressing the hell
out of me. Why don't you show me where this Preacher Stephenslives, huh?"

"That's easy, Marsha. Next to the church.” The boy left, shaking his head, undoubtedly wondering why
someone would not know the preacher lived next to his church.



Chapter 12

Trent tied his horse to the fence bordering asmall white house, loosening the girth on the saddle. He
unlatched the gate, let it swing shut behind him and walked up to the porch. The house matched the white
church beside it. The whole place looked bleached. A tal, lank man opened the door. Although pushing
sixty, he held himsdlf erect, and proud.

"Reverend Stephens?’
"You must be Marshd Trent."

The preacher opened the door and Trent passed through into a spare-looking room with afew chairs
parked againgt the walls. An ancient sofa seemed to be the main gathering place in the room.

Asthey stood, sizing each other up, the reverend said, “My daughter seems quite taken with you,
Marshal. Shetaks about you al thetime. | am surprised aman of your age would encourage that.”

No beating around the bush here. *Y our daughter seemsto have amind of her own, Reverend. She
will make up her own mind concerning who sheiswith.”

"No doubt. Sheis headstrong. How old did you say you were?"
"l didn't say, Reverend, but since you are asking, | am thirty-six.”
"That would put you about twice my daughter's age, wouldn't it?"

"Reverend, you are grinding thisaxe alittle thin. If you have got something to say, spit it out.” Trent was
beginning to didikethisman. A lot.

Reverend Stephens didn't reply as Katie entered from the kitchen.
"l seeyou two have met,” she said. “I hopeyou are playing nice.”
"Hello, Katherine.” Suddenly Trent was tongue-tied as a schoolboy on hisfirst date.

Wearing afull-skirted dresswith ruffles a the shoulders and adip in the front that went way below her
open-throated tan line, Katherine Stephens had gone from beautiful to bresthtaking. Trent was suddenly
aware of hisclothes, gtill dirty from thetrail, and the fact he had not had abath in days.

Katietook him by the arm. “ Close your mouth, boy, the fliesare gettin’ in. Y ou will excuse us, Father?’
Sheled Trent out the back door. “I thought you might want to wash up.”

There was abench by awell pump, with two pans of water. Trent took the hint and stripped off his shirt.
Katie leaned againgt the side of the house, watching as he washed vigoroudy in the cold water, then
stood looking around for atowel. Katie reached insde the door, snagged one off a hook, and tossed it
tohim.

Trent flattened hiswet hair with acomb, which made him wish he had ahaircut. This, in turn made him
think of his chin and wish he had arazor, which made him wish he were somewhere e se entirdly.

He smdlled her before he felt the towe rubbing hisback. Lilac and sweetness, mixed with cooking smells
of bread and chicken. When he turned, she stepped inside hisarms, her breasts nudged up against him,
her expression serious, yet humorous at the same time, searching his eyes.



"Don't let my father run over you. It just makes matters worse. We will have dinner, and hewill likely
preach a you awhile. Then hewill go over to the church to study.” She smiled at him. “Well beaone
then."

"Yes, maam."

"Ah, you are such agentleman.” She gave him apeck on the nose and left him to get into his shirt by
himsdlf, her fingers|eaving feathery tracks across his ssomach.

* * * %

Supper was over and the two men sat on the front porch. The church and parsonage were built on higher
ground, so the valley lay open before them like amurd. Trent tried to remember where he had seen a
painting likethis. In the distance, he could hear apiano playing in the sdloon and occasond laughter
drifted by, carried by the summer breeze on itsway out of the valey.

The Reverend, perhaps trying to circumvent the melancholy atmosphere the evening brought, did not
waste any time on preamble. “ They are agodless people, with little thought for life or propriety.”

"Which ones?'
"All of them, Mr. Trent. Each and every one of them.”
Trent thought about it amoment. “I guess| am glad I'm not down there.”

Reverend Stephens snorted at his sarcasm. “Y ou think you are better, Mr. Trent? | am not blind or desf.
| have heard of you, and know of your kind. Frankly, | can't tell much difference between you and the
people you're supposed to protect us from."

"So your answer to the problemis...”

"Leave, Mr. Trent. Thewill of God can be done without your assistance.”

"With you interpreting God's will, | suppose.”

The Reverend ignored the barb. “ The killing has to stop. With you here, posing asaU.S. Marshd....”

"The situation will only get worse. No one will have respect for your kind of law. The badge you are
wearing isavain trinket that you should put away. That...” he pointed to the worn handle of Trent's
pigal, “won't solve anything here.”

Vain trinket? Trent thought amoment, rubbing the star on his chest, redlizing he and the reverend were
at an important juncture. He needed to pick hisway carefully. “Hasit occurred to you that | may be as
much God's instrument as you? When you think about it, we have the same goa's. We want an end to the
killing, and we want peace.” Trent stood and leaned against aworn post. “ Do you think for one moment
that your preaching of peace will make any difference to those people down there? They only understand
onething. Survivad. The quick and strong live. The dow and weak die. They do not want to die,
Reverend."

"Violenceis never the answer."
The reverend seemed to be warming up to the subject and Trent could feel asermon coming on.

Abruptly, Trent said, “What happens when they come for your daughter? What happens when they



decide they want to livein your house? What happens when the raiders becomettired of the girlsin the
saloon and take after the women in your congregation? How will you stop thet, Reverend?"

Stephens stood and |ooked over the valley.

"I'll tell you, Reverend. Unlessthe raiders know you will hurt them more than they can hurt you, unless
you make the price so high they will not chance it, you don't have a chancein hell, Reverend. Not one.”

"And your way, Mr. Trent?"

"Y ou say you have heard of me. So have they. Most of the raiders down there are followers. Oh, they'd
kill you soon enough if they thought they could get away with it, but most of them don't want to dietrying.
For those, my presence will make adifference. That leavesthe rest, like Pagan Reeves and afew others.
Those I'll haveto fight, Reverend, because there just isn't any other way. | will not have time to debate
theissue, or bring them to you for conversion and counseling. The bad ones have tasted blood, and it will
take blood to stop them.”

"And you, Marshd Trent. Y ou have tasted blood. Can you not stop until you have tasted theirs?"
Trent thought amoment. “Y ou may beright ... at least for one person.”

The preacher was obvioudy thinking of the raiders, but Trent was thinking of the mysteriouskiller.
"I'm curious, Mr. Trent. What possessed you to take such ajob?"

Trent snapped back to the present and grinned ruefully at the reverend. “Now I've thought about that. |
havetotdl you, if God has made me do this, then | wish He had |eft me alone. My way has aways been
to let others do asthey want, aslong asthey did not bother me. Somehow, that is not good enough
anymore. | guess, when it comes right down to it, there just was not anyone else around to do the job."

"The Commandment says‘ thou shat not kill', Mr. Trent."

"See, there you go again, thinking you are the only one who has ever read abook. The original trandation
in the Greek says ‘thou shalt not commit murder'. Thereisaworld of differencein that. It wasn't until
modern times that the clergy changed the wording to kill."

"And you think that distinction absolves you from the respongbility of your killing? The premeditation?”

"No,” Trent said. “When you strap on agun, you strap on the responsibility that goeswithit. A gunisa
tool, used to save lives, aswell astake them, Reverend. Y our problem is, everything hasto be black or
white. Unfortunately, welivein aworld of gray."

"Thereisonly right and wrong, Mr. Trent."
"Then | envy you your clarity, Reverend Stephens, however short-sighted it is.”

Both men turned as Katie came out of the house, looking fresh and vibrant. Every time Trent saw her,
she looked more beauitiful.

"I think you two have about beaten that subject to death, don't you?”'

Reverend Stephensturned to Trent. “1 must go to the church, Mr. Trent, but | want you to know
something. | love my daughter very much. | do not want to see her hurt, and | cannot see how you could
do anything else but hurt her.” The reverend smiled. “1t's been an experience talking to you."



As her father went down the steps, Trent spoke. “When you think about it, Reverend, you may redlize
we are on the same side.”

"I can't imaginethat, Mr. Trent.” He continued toward the church, atal man in ablack coat, his back
unbending to age or differing opinion.

Asthey stood on the porch, Katie studied Trent's face, her eyes dark and serious. “Now thisisaside of
you | didn't expect. | thought your arguments were € oquent.”

"Y ou were eavesdropping?"

Her laughter was awelcome diversion after talking to her father. “ Of course.”

"Y our father is not abad man, Katherine. Hejust hastunnel vison. Our only differenceis amatter of
viewpoint."

It was then he heard the yelling. Y oung Tommy came tearing around the house, cutting under the reins of

the horse. The animal reared and nearly broke free from therail. Trent moved quickly to camiit.

"Marsha, you got to come quick. Somebody went by the Clark's house and them people are dl dead.
The whole bunch of them are dead. Folks are saying it'sthe plague.”

Not waiting for areply, the boy was off and running again, looking for the next placeto tell hisnews.
"I'd better go, Katherine. Most people wouldn't know plagueif it bit them on the ass.”

"Not without me, you dont. I'll bejust aminute.”

* * * %

The cabin sat well back in the woods and a small crowd of people were gathered in front as Trent and
Katierode up. Silently the crowd parted to let them through.

Someonesad, “1 think it is plague.”

Trent stopped and looked around at them. “Would any of you know plague if you saw it?” When no one
answered, he said, “I want everyone to stay back. Y ou're tromping up the ground where there may be
tracksthat | need to look at.” As Trent went up the steps, hetold Katie, “ Stay outside unless| call you.”

At her nod of assent, he went through the open door. Quietly, he moved through al the rooms of the
small house, his passage known only by an occasiona squesking board in the tongue and grooved floor.

Trent wandered through arumpled bedroom full of homemade toys and piles of clothes. The other rooms
were equaly in disarray, not surprising with smal children running about. Long lines of meat adorned the
back porch, cut into thin strips and dried for jerky. He paused to smdll it, thinking it might be a source of
trouble. Findly, he stepped from the dirty back porch into the room he had been avoiding.

The family was around the kitchen table. He had purposefully saved thisroom for last. There didn't seem
to be any reason to hurry, it was obvious they were dead. Trent was old enough to know something
about plague; at least enough to know thiswas not it. Plague takes awhile, following the usua course of
one person being infected, then spreading it to others. Even the new vira strainsthat cropped up during
the Fall weren't this quick. Whatever had killed thisfamily had gone full coursein amaiter of minutes.

Finaly, hedid what he had put off for so long. He looked at the Clark family, individuadly ... personally.
The man and woman were both young and hedlthy looking. The woman had fallen forward onto the table



and the man had fallen out of hischair onto hisleft Sde. The baby, about nine monthsold and Sttingina
homemade highchair, looked like it was adeep. Trent stood there, absently brushing back alock of
wispy hair on the baby's head. At asmall noise, he glanced up and saw Katie watching him from the
door, tearsin her eyes. Looking at the table full of food, he knew it had to be something they ate, or the
water they drank. The house was much too drafty to harbor any poisonous fumes or gas, and there were
no wounds. Seeing a pot of stew on the wood stove formed aquestion in hismind.

Hefound the answer in the trash under the sink. Severa empty cans of prepared beef stew. The cans
were green with corrosion, and had to be pre-Fall. How stupid could they have been? Thefood in those
cans was spoiled. He knew from experience the toxin from bacteria growing in food was virulent and
quick. They had probably just warmed the stew enough to eat, had not cooked it long enough to kill the
bacteria. He had seen the same thing in the jungles of Centrd America. And the samething here. Trent
had seen enough.

"What'd you find?" The voice boomed loudly in the room.

Trent's head cracked against the bottom of the sink. Cursing and rubbing, he looked up. “Who let you in,
Murdock?'

The big woman held up her black bag. “1 go anywhere, Trent."

"Next time, hum atune or something. Y ou should not snesk up on aman likethat. | have never seen
someone so big be so quiet.”

"So, what do you think?’ she asked, ignoring his complaint.

Trent held up acan, careful not to get any of the contents on him. “Botulism.”

"Bot ... what?'

"Y ou're some medic, Murdock. Old cans. The food was spoiled.”

Murdock's mouth made around ‘oh’ as Trent went past her and onto the porch.

"Y ou folks gather around.” His quiet voice carried easly in the sllence surrounding the house.

The people waiting outside shuffled closer. Trent saw afew mercsin the outer fringes of the crowd.
Judging from the number, it looked like most of the honest townspeople were here.

He put it to them Sraight. “ The Clark family isdead. All of them. The cause is not the plague or anything
likeit. Thisiswhat killed them.” Trent held up one of the old, rusty cans. “I should not have to betdling
you this, especidly so long after the Fall. We dl use materid things made years ago. Materid things. Itis
theway we live. But, you can't do that with food, no matter how good it looks, or how clean you think it
is. If you do not grow it, raiseit, or kill it yourself, do not eat it. That issurviva rule number one, people.
Anything you find in cans or jars may be spoiled. When something lies around for years, thereisno end
to the kinds of sicknessit may breed.”

Trent looked over the crowd. “Whatever wasin those cans killed the Clark family in amatter of minutes.
Y ou think about that. It just is not worth the chance. If any of you havefood like that stashed away, get
rid of it. If you know where thisfamily got these cans of ssew—qgo get the rest and bury them.” Trent
paused a moment. “Now, these people need to be buried. Any volunteers?'

When severa men stepped forward, Trent turned to Murdock. “Y ou want to teke care of this?'



"Sure”

Helooked a her quizzicdly. “Y ou got afirst name, Murdock?"

"Noneyoull ever hear."

Grinning, Trent left thingsin her hands, then walked back to the horses with Katie.

Katie looked back at the house. * Sometimes people can be so stupid.” Her voice broke. “ The baby..."
"Katherine"

"What?' Her gaze moved to what had hardened his voice.

Pagan Reeveswas waiting for him, and it did not look like asocia call. Red Seaver was beside him,
grinning widdly. Thethird man was araider who caled himsdf Tommyknocker. He had two guns
strapped to hiswaist, and amind totally void of conscience. Trent had heard alot about the
Tommyknocker. Mostly that he was insane and mean. Trust Reevesto bring acrowd.

Trent sghed as he did the thong off hisRuger. “Y ou better stay out of the way, Katherine. I'll be talking
to thesemen."



Chapter 13

Trent rode to see Pagan Reeves, sdestepping his horse down the hill. His right hand was on his hip,
inches from the butt of hispistal, hisleft hand shoulder high, holding the horsewith atight rein.

"Youlookin' for me, Marsha?’ Pagan's truculent voice rang out.

"Not until morning.” Trent's gaze never |eft the three of them. Of the three, he worried about Pagan
Reevesthe least. He knew Red Seaver, who was deadly with any kind of weapon, but it was
Tommyknocker he would watch the closest. The man was wild-eyed and high strung.

"Which means?’ Pagan asked.
"Your nameisontheligt.”

"What if we don't wannaleave?’ Tommyknocker spokein ahigh-pitched voice as he moved hishorse
away from the other two.

"Then I'll kill you.” Trent said it matter-of-fact, with no bravado or embdlishment. It wasjust asmple
Satement of truth.

Tommyknocker laughed. “Y ou'll never seethe day.”

"Do you remember the last time | saw you?” Trent asked. “It was at Caplinger Mills. Y ou were wounded
and running like hell "

With an oath, Tommyknocker dropped his handsto hisguns.
Trent shot him out of the saddle.

Asthe man flipped backward off his horse, Trent moved the barrdl of the pistol to cover the other two.
Reeves sat in stunned silence while Red Seaver cursed under his breath.

"What'd you do that for?” Reevesyedlled at Trent.

"Never could see talking when it's a shooting matter. Y ou would do well to remember that, Reeves.
Now, you have achoice. A choiceyou did not have aminute ago. Either you can pull that fancy
pearl-handled pistol, or you can gather your people and leave town. The choiceisyours, Reeves, and |
don't havedl day."

Red Seaver said, “ Someday it will be you and me, Trent."
"Forget it, Red. I've seen you draw."

"Y ou haven't seen me draw, Trent.” Reeves tone was taunting. “Have you thought of that? I've seen
what you can do and I'm not worried one bit. What do you think of that, lavman?*

"I've seen you start to draw,” Trent said. “Y ou just never finish. That's the way people like you are,
Reeves. Y ou gart, but never finish. You try to get other people to do your killing for you."

Pagan Reeves face turned amottled red, then faded to gray. When hefinaly spoke, it wasin achoked
whisper. “Red, go get the rest of the men. Meet me at Siding Rock, then welll go see Starking.” He
smiled malicioudy at Trent. “I think open season is about to start on our Mr. Trent.”



"Would you care to start now, Reeves?'
Reeves shook hishead. “No. | canwait. When thetimeisright ... well meet.”

Trent relaxed dightly. “It may never come, Reeves.”

IIWW?I
"I can't imagine ever turning my back on you."

As Trent rode back toward town, he raised his hand in salute to the Reverend and Katherine. Neither
looked very happy.

* k% k %

Marshd John Trent lounged in atipped-back chair that graced the front of his makeshift quartersat Big
Springs. Katie had called after him, following the confrontation with Reeves, with apromiseto return
later and talk. It did not take much to figure what the subject would be. He had even surprised himsdlf
with the suddenness of the killing of Tommyknocker. But there smply was not timeto do anything e se.

As he sat watching the townspeople go about their evening chores, Trent tried to collect histhoughts on
hisfirst day in town. One crisis with the food poisoning, and the raider element certainly knew wherethey
stood. Trent'sfight with Big Waters had seen to that. Coupled with meeting Katiesfather, it had been
quite aday. Hopefully, within afew days, the townspeople would start to seehim asahelp instead of a
hindrance. In the meantime, Trent needed to figure out just how to go about this marshaing job hed
fdleninto.

He was about to get up and make acircuit through town when he noticed alarge man in afloppy hat
walk out of Murdock's saloon. Hiswild hair was barely contained, and from his appearance, Trent was
glad he was upwind from the man. It was not his rough appearance that brought Trent's attention to him,
it was his manner. The man had walked toward Trent, but stopped at asmall cabin set dightly back from
the street. After furtively looking around, he quickly snatched open the door and ducked inside. In the
cool night air, Trent heard the sound of adap and awoman's scream. What the hell?

Trent gected from his chair and ran to the house. The screaming and cursing continued as he mounted
the porch. Trent quietly turned the knob and let himsdlf in.

The man had awoman backed into a corner, holding her with one hand, the other raised to dap her
again. As Trent moved toward him, he caught sght of children's faces peering from another room. The
man stopped with his hand paused in mid-air when the woman's eyes shifted.

With a curse, the man lunged toward a back door, but Trent's foot intercepted hislegs, piling him up on
the floor. The woman's assailant came up spitting mad from the floor, but his anger was no match for
Trent's cold fury. Asthe man stepped in, Trent met him with astraight |eft jab that crushed hisnoseina
shower of blood. Not giving the man any chanceto set himsdf, Trent bent him over with ashort jab to
the ribs, then straightened him up with a solid uppercut to the jaw. Then, Trent grabbed him by the neck
and threw him bodily outside into the street.

Asthetwo men came together again, Trent noticed asmall crowd had gathered. The would-be rapist
took awild swing at Trent that he easily evaded, then Trent dapped him, first one hand, then the other,
until the man waswhining in frugtration. With his pounding fists, Trent drove the man back down the
dreet.

Findly, Trent pinned the man againgt the awvning post next to his office. Turning to the crowd who had



followed, he said, “ Someone get me arope.”

"Y ou going to hang him, Marsha ? Weve al had trouble with that man.” The question came from one of
the women in the crowd.

"It'sathought,” Trent replied.

A few minutes later Trent had the man tied to a post with the rope thrown up over a crosspiece, pulling
his hands over his head, and taking most of hisweight off hisfeet. Trent stood looking at him along time
while the man groggily looked back. Findly, he turned to the crowd. “Has anyone checked on the
woman?'

Murdock pushed her way through the crowd. “ She'sal right, Marshal. Just scared.”
"Good.” Heturned back to his prisoner. “ So, what do we do with vermin like this?*

The comments from the crowd were varied and sudden, ranging from death to emasculation. Trent
noticed a puddle forming under the man that was not swest.

Turning to the crowd, Trent said, “WEell let him hang here al night. Murdock, in the morning you can turn
him loose. If he's till aive, he can leave town.” Trent turned back to the man. “Migter, | don't want to
know your name, where you've come from, or where you are going. If | seeyou again, I'll beat you to
Oeeth."

Trent turned to the crowd again. He had noticed afew men in the outskirts of the group that were not
locdl; they just were not dressed right. He directed his comments to them. “ The people of this town will
not be bothered. Anyone causing a problem will answer to me. | won't be giving any more warnings."

Trent wasin his office soaking his hands when Katie came in. She leaned on the door as she closed it.
There were no lightsinside, so he could barely see her in the dusk.

"| can't leave you done for aminute.”

"Just doing my job ... | think,” Trent replied.

"What are you doing to your hands?"

"Found some Epsom sdlts on the shelf. It will help keep the swelling down.”

"I heard this*porch ornament’ tried to rape that poor woman. Do you think he's the one you're looking
for?"

"Not likely. HEs too clumsy, and not smart enough. No, heis not the one.” She was still sanding by the
door. “What's wrong, Katherine?'

"I don't know. Y ou killed aman earlier today, while he was just Sitting there talking to you. Then, | see
what happened out here and it bothers me. Sometimes, | do not know you and that scaresme. Y ou were
so brutd. | have never seenyou likethat."

"Y ou don't know me, Katherine. | tried to tell you that. | am not hiding anything from you. Thisiswho |
am.” Hedried his hands and held one out to her. “Come and sit with me. We can talk."

Katie shook her head, “No. | ... | better not. | need to think."

"Then go do your thinking.” Trent's voice sounded harsh in the gloomy room. “Whileyou're at it, top by



and make sure that piece of filth hanging on the porch is being treated right. Maybe you could take him
homewith you."

Trent did not get up to close the door after she left. He wasn't too sure it would close after the way Katie
dammed it. Ashe sat in the darkness, histhroat felt raw and his mind was full of emptiness. He knew his
world had just walked out that door. What he did not know was how to get her back.



Chapter 14

Dawn had been gone a couple of hours and the midmorning heat pressed a heavy hand on John Trent.
Thetrall written in the bent grass and churned earth, turned up by the passage of horses, was eesily
followed. Pagan Reeves and his men did not try to cover signs of their passage.

Trent thought back to the night before. His smple ruse had worked. Sure Reeves was a back shooter, he
had taunted him until the man went running to the raider chief, Jeremiah Starking. Trent could have
wasted days scouting around the hillslooking for Starking, but now thetrail waslike a paved highway.

Topping arise, Trent saw a huge encampment spread out below him. Groups of people milled around a
cleared area between at least fifty cook fires. Children ran and whooped through the camp, and farther
away asmal herd of horses grazed under the watchful eye of aguard.

Therewas only onetent in the clearing. Trent pulled out his binoculars to sudy the area. Standing next to
the dwelling, aboy in cut off bib overals held horses that ooked hard ridden. Pagan must bein
conference with Starking. It wastime to move.

Walking his horseinto the clearing, the SKS across histhighs, Trent rode straight and relaxed in the
saddle. He pulled his hat brim down to his eyes. His badge glittered in the sunlight. He noted that this
raider camp was different from others he had seen. The people at the campfires were bedraggled, and
most looked like they had missed afew medls, but they appeared clean. The area around the fireswas
not littered and Trent noticed for the first time, agarbage pit dug to one side, and farther out, the latrine.
Someone kept atight rein on these people. A germ of an ideacrept into Trent'smind.

A wave of people preceded hisway through the camp, then broke and split at Starking's tent when Trent
reined in the gelding. The curtain brushed aside, and atal white-haired man stepped out. Severd others,
including Pagan Reeves, Ben Hobbs and Red Seaver, ingantly flanked him.

Trent and Starking took stock of each other, matching what they had heard against what they saw.

"Speak your peace, Marsha Trent."

So much for cordial introductions. Trent looked around the circle of faces, feding like abonein awolf
den. If hedid not make this good, he would have about as much chance.

"Mr. Starking, it soundslike you have heard of me. If that is so, you should know | would not ride in here
without good reason. We need to talk. | think we can avoid alot of needless bloodshed and cometo
termsthat would help usboth. That is, if yourewilling to listen.”

"Andwhy should | ?"

Trent lifted hisrifle, causing ahasty gtir behind Starking, then shoved it into the boot on the saddle.
Pushing his hat onto the back of his head, he hooked one knee around the saddle horn and gestured to
the people around him.

"Theword is, you want to take Big Springs and make homes for these people. | can sympathize with
that. Y our peopletrust you, and | can seeyou carefor their welfare. The problem s, Big Springsis
aready sttled.”

Starking nodded. “A few hill people are there, | understand.”



"Haveyou seenit, Mr. Starking?”’

"Reevestold me about it."

Trent pinned the man standing behind Starking with a penetrating gaze. “ Then you've been lied to."
The crowd gtirred, muttering and shifting their feet in the grass.

Reeves garted to speak, but Starking raised his hand to sllence him. “Y our Sory isdifferent?’

Trent turned in the saddle alittle so he could see more people, especialy the men and women with small
children. “Big Springs has as many people as you do, maybe more. There are familiesthere, just like
here. They have achurch and a preacher. They have a store that dedlsin trading, and two gristmillsfor
grinding grain and sawing lumber. Thereisaranch nearby that is busy rounding up cattle, and there are
enough of those to keep agood many peoplefat for years. Most important of al, the water at the
Springsisclear and clean.”

Starking turned from staring at Reeves and asked, “What's your part in this?"

"The Army sent me here to keep the peace, any way | can. | am supposed to keep the lid on until they
can cometo the areaiin force. Y ou know what will happen then. The Army'sruleisthat raiders are shot
ongght. | have abetter idea”

Starking and his lieutenants bristled at the last Satement, some of his men laying hands on their guns.
Reeves pulled hiswegpon and said, “If you—"

"Let's hear him out,” avoice from the crowd interrupted.

Again, Starking caled for quiet. “ Go ahead, Trent."

"If you try to take Big Springs by force, the people there will fight. Y ou will lose good men trying to take
the place, and so will they. It isanaturd fortress, and there are not many waysto get at it. Thing is, you
do not need to fight for it. | don't see you folks asraiders. Y ou just need aplaceto live. Thereis plenty
of room at the Springs and the surrounding area. If you come peaceful, that is. | will talk to people and let
them know about you. The most important thing isto keep the peace. People start showing up dead and
the ded will be off."

"We get dong dl right by oursalves” Starking said.

"Redly?’ Trent looked around the circle of faces. “Where are your hunters, Mr. Starking? Theforest is
full of deer and boar, and the flatlands have cattle running free. | do not see much but rabbit and squirrel
inyour cooking pots. | see running sores on your children, and they wear ragsfor clothes. Persondly, |
do not think you are doing so well. Know why? Someone has al your best men trying to push honest
people off their land, when they should be putting mest in the pot.”

The last comment he directed at Reeves, who did not speak, just raked his hot gaze over Trent. Starking
nodded, redizing the truth.

Reeves, obvioudy sensing that Starking was starting to agree with Trent, ssomped to his horse. “I'm
taking my men with me, Starking, and welll take care of Big Springs. | can see you don't need us
anymore."

"Your men?’ Starking said. “Maybe we'd be better off without ‘your men'. Hear this. Whoever quits me



and goes with you had not better cross paths with me again, Pagan. | will not tolerate that kind of
loydty."

Mogt of the men stayed, while Reeves and afew of hisfollowers|eft.

Starking turned back to Trent. “Light and set, Marshd. It ssemswe have alot to discuss. By the way,
we have one of your Green Jeansin here. He'sin abad way."

Asthey waked into the tent, the smell of rotting flesh assailed Trent's nose.

"Not much we could do for him,” Starking said. “He's gut shot.”

Thinking of Gunny, Trent pulled the blanket away from the man'sface. It was Lieutenant Spencer.
"Wefound him yesterday; | don't know what's keeping him dive."

Lieutenant Spencer's eyes fluttered open. Seeing Trent, he tried to speak.

"What happened?’ Trent leaned close to the man'sface. “Ambush?’

The man nodded, finaly giving up trying to spesk. His bresthing came ragged and shallow, hisfevered
gaze holding on Trent.

Trent thought for amoment, then asked, “Raiders?’

At this, Spencer became agitated and feebly shook his head. The effort was too much and it left him
garing with sightless eyes at the Sde of the tent.

"Guesswell never know,” Starking said.

"I'd be redl disgppointed to find out you had anything to do with this, Starking.” Trent looked levelly at
theraider chief.

A voice cut into the semi-darkness of the tent. “Don't get your feethers ruffled, Marsha .

Trent turned, recognizing the drawling voice belonging to the old matriarch from the village he had gone
through.

"Do you know thiswoman?’ Starking asked Trent.
"I know her.” Trent smiled. “ She kept me from getting shot awhile back."
Starking spoke to the woman. “Well, I'm not sure you did the right thing, but let's hear your story.”

Gran ignored the man, instead giving her attention to Trent. “\We been scoutin’ the hills, like you said to
do. Keepin® watch. We run onto that army patrol you was with, ‘ cept they was headed the other
direction thistime. They'd been ambushed, dl right, but from theinsde.” Shepausedtoletit snkin.
“Someoneright in amongst them cut loose and shot them al. We buried dl of them, except for thisone.”

Trent tried to absorb hisinformation. He was missing something. What about Gunny?

Gran continued. “When we found the girl you looked at, Lon saw just apiece of atrack. It camefroma
shoe with an odd gtitch. Whoever did the shootin’ of the patrol had that same track. We thought you'd
want to know."

"Did you bury aman with stripes on his deeves, a sergeant?’



"Don't know what a sergeant's stripes ook like, Marshd."

"Three stripes pointed down with two over thetop.” He drew thefigureinthe air.
"Nope. They dl had just one of those stripes.”

Relieved, Trent said, “Then one got away. Thanks, Gran."

Shewas not through talking. “Marshd?"

Trent raised his eyebrows.

"Y ou watch your back, son,” Gran said. “ There's something not right about this, but we just can't seem to
pinit down."

"Yeah, | hear you, Gran."

"Then hear this, Marshd. Lon may do the job for you. He was supposed to marry that gal you saw. Heis
lookin' for thekiller awful hard. It ismakin' him crazy. Just don't you shoot him by mistake.”

"Gran, if youseehim ... you tdl him good luck."

"| probably won't see him. He spends dll histime over in this neck of the woods. Do | see him, though,
Il tell him."

* * * %

Trent left Starking's camp with more questions than answers. He had acold feding in his sscomach that the
answerswere staring himin the face, but he just could not seeit. There were not many clues, and hardly
anything to investigate. So far, dl he had was bodies.

Ignoring hiswifée's death, and thinking only of the more recent killings, he knew there was athread that
wastickling hismind. The only connection between the murders he could seewas ... himsdlf.

And he was worried about Gunny. Where was Gunny? He had mentioned joining Trent. But maybe he
wouldn't. More likely, he wastrailing the one who ambushed the patrol.

Trent'smind kept at the problem. So, what did he have? Two partia footprints of amoccasin that had
been torn and repaired, which pointed to awoodsman. And the fact that the man, and it had to be aman,
left little or no trail. Thisfact pointed to someone trained to hide. Army? Specid Forces? Gran thought
the killer had been with the patrol. Had they taken a prisoner? Was one of the patrol membersan
imposter? And, how would he find him in afew million square miles of forest?

His horse pulled up and stopped and Trent, totally absorbed in working out the problem, had to ook
around to get his bearings. Thetrail, once afire access road around the mountain, narrowed here with a
geep fdl on hisleft sde and ahigh bluff on the right. The path was grown up with grassashigh ashis
horsg'sknees. Sitting in the partia sunlight thet filtered through the trees, he was just nudging his horse
forward when he saw awink of sunlight reflect off something high on the bluff above him.

He started to whed hishorse but abullet caught him high on the shoulder, turning him in the saddle. A
second round scraped along the top of his head, just under the skin, snapping him off hishorse and into
the brush along thetrail. Head ringing and barely conscious, Trent rolled down the steep embankment,
trying to get some distance between him and the shooter. Findly, coming up againgt alichen-covered
deadfdl, he lay gasping. Theforest fern and grasses were waist high here, and he could not see thetrall
above from where he waslying. Waves of nausea rippled through him astheinitial shock wore off and



the pain hit. He shook his head, trying to clear hisvision.
Move. He had to move.

Suddenly, the air around him buzzed like mad hornets as he heard severd guns open up from the trall
above. Leaves puffed up around him, and dlipped twigs and splintersflew into the air, faling on him ashe
struggled to move. With ahuge effort, he rolled over thelog as he felt smashing blowsin hisside and
back.

After the ondaught of noise, the forest fell quiet. Trent lay gasping for breath. He fdt light-headed. The
last sound he heard was of aman laughing.

* * % %

The steady spattering of blood on leaves was thefirgt thing Trent heard when he cameto. Through
blurred vison he could barely see the blood dripping from his nose. He turned and squinted at the sun,
surprised to seeit had moved hardly at dl. He must have been out only afew minutes.

Using thelog asacrutch, he got hisfeet under him. Looking up the hill, he redized everything he needed
was gtill up there somewhere with hishorse. At least he had his Ruger, and the hunting knife. They would
have to do.

Trent started towalk ... and fell on hisface. All right, I'll crawl. Just like swimming. Reach out, grab
a handful of dirt and pull it toward you...

Three men rode out on thetrail, having gingerly traversed the bluff. They stopped to survey the damage.

"What do you think, Red?’ Pagan Reeves scanned the brush below for any sign of Trent. All he could
see was the red-stained log.

"| think we got us one dead marshal.” Seaver laughed.
Shoving hisrifle down in the boot, Pagan turned in the saddle. “1 didn't hear you shooting, Hobbs."
"Not much of aback shooter, Pagan,” Hobbs said.

"Hell, what's the difference? Y ou are just as dead one way as the other.” Pagan eyed Hobbs
sugpicioudy. “You are not gettin’ religion on me, areyou? | never heard of aborn-again raider.” Both he
and Seaver laughed.

Hobbs pulled his horse back from thetrail. “'Y ou boys go on to the Springs. | think welll part company
here.” Hisrifle pointed at the two men, who stared angrily at him.

"When you're out, you're out, Hobbs.” Pagan's voice waslow and threatening.
"Don't try to scare me, Pagan. | don't fed like laughing right now."

After the two men had pounded down the trail, Ben Hobbs sat |ooking at the place he knew Trent must
be. Hell of away to go, he thought, but he could at least bury him. He owed him that much anyway.

Hobbs gpproached the blood stained log quickly, anxious to be on hisway. Pagan might decide to come
back and use him for target practice. Hurriedly, he looked over the top of thelog. Trent was gone.

With a soft curse, Hobbs glanced around for atrall. It was easy to find. Trent had not gone far and
Hobbs found him dmost immediately.



The Marshal's scalp wound still bled dightly and the rest of hisbody seemed painted in red. Hobbs felt
for apulse and was shocked to find it not strong, but steady. He sat back on his heels amoment, thinking
it out. Hewould retrieve Trent's horse, then take him to the Sanchez ranch. If Trent lived that long, so be
it. It was too dangerous to take him back to Big Springs. Murdock was not that good of amedic
anyway. Besides, Pagan would be there and he didn't want to deal with that. Nodding, Hobbs started
moving.

Hourslater, Hobbs stopped, and answered a questioning voice from a sentingl.
"It's Ben Hobbs. | got awounded man here and thought you might want him."

"Y ou are done, Hobbs?' Cruz had come up slently behind him, holding his short M-16 leve with
Hobbs belly.

"l am."
"And who isthisman?"
"Trent."

With acurse, Cruz grabbed thereins of Trent's horse, leading him toward the house, shouting rapidly in
Spanish as he went. The front door dammed open like a shot and Consuel o rushed out. Together, she
and Cruz pulled Trent from the saddle.

Hobbs watched as Chico Cruz put his hand gently on Trent's head, and said, “ Ah, compadre. It isapoor
end. Someone will diefor this"

Consuelo looked strangely a Cruz, apparently never before having seen thiskind of gentlenessin him.
Suddenly, Katie shoved her aside.

"John?" Her voice quavered, as her hands covered him, helplesdy, touching and probing astears welled
in her eyes. “ God, I've never seen so much blood. How can he still be dive?”

Suddenly, Katie gasped, talking to hersdlf. “ Oh, thank you, Lord."

"Get Murdock. Heisgoing to makeit. Look at this.” She laughed and sobbed at the sametime. Her
strong hands ripped the front of Trent's shirt open to reveal his back and side. “One of the bullets just cut
through the meat on hisside. It went straight through. The second must have hit arib as he was turning.
The bullet followed the rib around his body and came out the front. | can tell by thetrail it left. If we can
keep out the infection, hell makeit.”

Cruz was at once skepticd. “He haslost alot of blood."

"I know, but he's strong. He will makeit. He hasto.” Katie turned back to Trent. “Y ou crazy, wonderful
man,” she sobbed. “Y ou weren't shot with bullets, you were shot with luck!” She was till crying and
laughing when she turned to the others. “ Come on, let'sgo. He will bedl right. Go. Go!"

Cruz sent one of hisridersfor Murdock, with astern order to hurry, then helped carry Trent inside.

Hobbs watched asthe rider ignored the regular trail and went bursting through the brush heading for the
backsde of the Springs. HEI kill that horse, he thought.

He watched amoment more, marveling as the confusion turned into order, then clucked at hishorse. It



wastimeto go.

Cruz walked out on the porch. “A moment.”
Hobbsreinedin.

"Who did this?"

"Reeves and Seaver.” Hobbs was not about to hold anything back from this man. He did not think it
would be hedthy.

Cruz held hisgaze. *Y ou were with them.”

"I didn't shoot. Chico, I'm not much good, but this| just couldn't do.” He paused thoughtfully. “But then,
| didn't stop it either.”

"Then, why did you bring him back?'

"We had kind of aface off a the Army Base Camp awhile back. One of my men pulled agun on him. A
dumb kid. Trent killed him. 1 had my own gun haf out of the holster when Trent turned on me. He could
have killed meright then. No one would have said aword. Helet me go. | never knew why."

Chico dowly nodded. “It is because heis not the killer most people think.” He glanced up. “Are you
leaving?"

"Damnright | am. | do not want to be around when he gets up. That manisgonna be mad.”

"I will thank you for him, since he cannot do it himself. | am sure he will not forget your actions. B,
Hobbs...” Chico's voice turned cold and brittle. “Ride far from this place.”

Hobbswalked his horse asfar as the edge of the clearing surrounding the ranch house, then cantered
down thetrail.

* k k %

It was late. The moon had come and gone, and the night breeze stirring through the open windows was
soft and fragrant. Occasiondly, awhippoorwill would cdl into the night, an echoing answer coming later
from another valley.

Murdock had patched Trent up as best she could, then gone back to town. Consuelo had retired to bed.
Chico Cruz was somewhere around, but Katie did not know where. He was always around.

She sat next to Trent, her handsidly playing with hishair, careful not to touch the crease on his scalp. He
was naked under the blanket; his head wrapped in white cloth, along with his shoulder and hip. On his
Sde, and in the middle of his back, were bruises that were getting blacker by the moment. He had been
wounded four times, but with luck he would makeit. Thank God, she thought as she bent to kiss him on
thelips.

* * * %

It was dark and warm. There was afragrance, bringing memories of sweat and passion, something soft
andyidding...

Trent woke with astart, ajagged edge of pain dicing behind hiseyes.

"This can't be heaven. It hurtstoo much.” Hisvoice was hoarse and hdting.



Katie leaned over and kissed him, not surprised he was awake. She had been noticing sgns of him
waking up for an hour. “Welcome back."

Her eyes suddenly filled with tears and she leaned back to keep from dripping on hisface. As Trent tried
to move, shesaid, “ Shush. Bedtill. Youll start the bleeding again.”

"Wheream 7'

"Conni€sranch. Cruz is keeping watch."

"How'd | get here?’

""Hobbs brought you."

"Ben Hobbs?' Trent gazed a the cealling, trying to digest thet little piece of information.
"How bad am |7’ he asked after awhile.

Katie's hand rested lightly on his shoulder. “Y ou took a besting, but you'l live. Lost some mesat on your
shoulder, and you will have one hell of a headache. Y ou were grazed on the hip too, but that's not too

"My chest fedslike ahorse stepped onit."
"Y ou were hit in the sde and back. | was afraid | would lose you. | don't think | could stand that.”
"I have too much to live for to check out now. I'll be around.”

A few minutes later, after Katie decided he had been kissed and pampered enough, Trent said, “1 can't
figure why they didn't come down and finish thejob."

"Reeves and Seaver?’ Katie'snose wrinkled in disgust. “Y ellow streak, maybe?”
"Itl cost them,” he murmured.

"Not for awhile, it won't,” shesaid in asternvoice. “You havetorest. You lost alot of blood, and your
shoulder may get infected if you're not careful. 1t's not too bad right now, but you don't want to break
that wound open again.”

"What do you hear from Big Springs?’ he asked.

"| asked Murdock about the town when she cameto look at you,” Katie said. “ She said Pagan rode into
the Springsright after he ambushed you. Hewasredly bragging it up.”

At thelook in Trent's eyes, Katie continued quickly. “Whatever heis doing now can't be helped. The
peoplewill ded with it the best they can. It will not do any good for you to go after these men when you
are not ready. Now, you would just make it easy for them to finish thejob."

Trent contemplated that for amoment. Through the pain in his head, it seemed like he had to formulate
each thought separately and move it to the next one.

"So, what do we do, nurse?’ hefindly asked.
"I know aplace not far from here, an old cabin hidden back in the hills. Well go there and let you mend.”

"And then I'll deal with Reeves."



"No. Thenwewill dedl with Reaves."

* k% k %

The horse screamed asit hit the rope stretched acrossthe trail, sumbling forward and pitching its rider
headlong into the dust. When Hobbs came to, he was standing. How ... hetried to move and found
himsdlf lashed to atree. Looking around, he saw atall man in buckskins coming toward him.

"Who are you?’ Hobbs stammered as hetried to control hisfear.

"Doesn't matter, boy,” the man said.

"Whét ... what are you doing with that knife?"

"Y ou shot up agood man, boy. Y ou shouldn't have donethat.”

"I didn't, migter. | never shot him. It was Reeves and Seaver. They did it."
Hobbs struggled to get loose as the man came closer. “ Please, it wasn't mel™

"Y ou werethere, boy. You werethere.”

* k k %

The screams lasted dmost an hour. Hobbs was a strong man. A ot stronger than he should have been,
or probably wanted to be. But that was the trouble. Sometimes you just couldn't die when you wanted
to. The screams were shrill, panting things at the last, feeble and bubbling past bloody lips, but there was
no one to hear them. Except for one, and he did not care.

The Watcher cleaned hisknife on Hobbs' shirt. It was hard to find a spot that was not bloody. He caught
up Hobbs' horse, took the saddle and bridle off, then dapped it on the rump.

As he watched the riderless horse limp down thetrail, he thought of the girl. He could wait now. The
killing of Hobbs had sated histhirst for the moment, but he wouldn't wait too long.

* * % %

Chico Cruz and one of his sentries stared and listened into the night.
"| thought | heard screams, Chico. They werefaint, brought with the wind. Terrible screams.”

An owl hooted in the distance as the wind rustled the leaves of the towering oaks surrounding the ranch
yard. Both men stood silent for afew moments until Cruz broke the silence.

"I hear nothing, Gorge."
"But, I..."
"I don't doubt you,” Cruz said. “Whatever it was, it isgone.”

Asthey waked back toward the house, Cruz said, “Keep asharp eye. Thereisademon fed to this
night."

Gorge shuddered as he looked back toward the forest.



Chapter 15

Pagan Reeves was furious. It was the day after they ambushed Trent, and no one was around. Most of
the townspeople had disappeared. Even his men had I ft.

Flanked by Red Seaver, he stalked up and down the small street of the settlement, looking for someone
to vent hiswrath on. Hefound his catharsisin Reverend Stephens.

Standing in front of his church, the preacher saw them coming and waited.
"Wel, if itisn't the Holy Man,” Pagan said.
Thereverend did not seem impressed. “Leave this place, you are not welcome here.”

Seaver edged around to the side of the reverend. When the preacher looked at Pagan, Seaver drew his
pistol and whipped the barrel across the back of the reverend's head, turning the blond hair crimson. As
the preacher fell, Seaver and Reeves kicked him repeatedly in the face and ribs. When they finished, he
was barely dive, breathing shallowly through smashed and bleeding lips, arms wrapped around his belly,
Spitting up blood in awheezing cough.

Pagan Reeves stood over the preacher. “ That ought to keep you quiet for awhile.” Helooked at Seaver.
“Kickin' preachersisthirsty work. Let's go get some of Murdock's beer."”

When they entered, the saloon had few patrons. Pagan noticed Murdock at the end of the bar, and he
yeled, “How ‘bout bringing aman adrink, Murdock?"

The big woman raised her eyes and focused on Pagan. “When | seeaman, I'll do that.”

"You'll doit now ... or I'll burn this place down around your ears.” Pagan's voice was brittle with
menace.

Handing bottles to each of them, she said, “Y ou know helll come for you. Y ou gotta know that. This may
bethe last beer you boyswill have."

"Trent?’ Red Seaver guffawed loudly. “He never saw it coming. We hit him twice. He's dead.”
"Y ou shot him from ambush? | never figured you for aback shooter, Red.”

Seaver's voi ce sounded proud, echoing from the bottle. “1t don't matter how we get it done, Murdock.
What mattersisgetting it done. And | never miss.”

"Youdidthistime"

mWhat?

"l saw him last night. Hewill livealong time. That's more than | can say for you two.”
Seaver could not believeit. “We hit him solid. There was blood everywhere!"

"Oh, you hit him dl right, but you didn't hit him good enough. If I'm any judge, helll cometo seeyou
boys, and right soon.”

"Where?’ Pagans voice was coldly furious. “Whereishe, Murdock? Well just go and finish the job.”



"Sure. Y ou go ahead, boys,” Murdock stated. “He's out at the Sanchez ranch. Y ou do know Cruz, don't
you? And therest of hisriders? Y ou try anything out there and they'll hunt you down like coyotes.”

The two men looked at each other and finished their drinks.

* * * %

They had just walked out, and Murdock was washing out their bottles, when the door opened again.
Turning with ascowl on her face, she thought Reeves and Seaver had just come back in. She was
surprised to see atota stranger standing in the room.

"I'mathirsty man."

The newcomer looked her up and down, his eyes wide with amazement. “My nameis Charley Walsh,
and | think I'minlove"

Murdock straightened up alittle, smoothing her hair. “It's been that kind of day."
Pouring astraight shot of skullbuster, she handed it to him.
Walsh knocked back the drink without a shudder, under Murdock's admiring gaze.

"Have you seen along, tall galoot around?’ Walsh said. “He'skinda' short on brains, but alikable sort,
and hell be wearing atin star for atarget on hischest.”

"Why do you want him?’” Murdock asked guardedly.
"I'm the best friend he hasin the world, that'swhy."

"Wdll, now...” Murdock waked over to the front door, locking it. “Maybe we should have usatalk."

* * * %

Two weeks later John Trent stood on the front porch of the earth home that had been carved into the
mountainsde years before. Katie's *hideout’ had turned into quite aplace. The origina owner had
outfitted the home with the finest survival equipment money could buy. Unfortunately, it looked like it was
never used. That isthe bad part about survival. It is mostly luck, and luck is a fickle mistress.

A walk-in closet had revedled atreasure of weapons. Therifle rack had produced an SKSjust like his,
along with M-16s and a Colt Sportster that looked like an M-16, but chambered for the NATO round.

There were severa handguns racked on the wall, mostly semi-automatics, but way in the back wasa
Smith & Wesson .357, smilar in weight to his Ruger. Theload was about like his 9mm, but the ammo
was hard to find. Judging from the stash in the closet, ammo would not be a problem in the near future.
He hefted the pistol and eared back the hammer. No. The frame was too large, and the gun too heavy.
He put it back on the shelf. Maybe Chico could useit.

Trent straightened as he cast aworried look around the clearing. Katie had gone hunting that morning,
and should have been back before now. He would give her afew more minutes.

Under her watchful care, hiswoundswere hedling fast. Two days ago, when Katie was hunting, he had
saddled his horse and tried to get into the saddle. Thefirst step had brought swest to his forehead from
the pain, but he had made it. The thought of Pagan Reeves brought anger to Trent'sface. Soon ... soon.

Glancing at thetrail, he saw Katie striding up the path carrying asmall whitetail deer across her
shoulders.



"Another day, another feast,” Katie said when she was close enough to be heard. There was afine sheen
of swesat on her brow, and her breath was alittle ragged from carrying the heavy deer. She apparently
chosetoignoreit ... hedid not.

"What would you do if you shot abig one?” Trent asked chidingly.

"l don't shoot big ones.”

Changing the subject, Trent asked, “Any sgn?’

At once, shewas serious. “Noneto speak of."

"I went up the bluff today.” He gestured at the peak behind the house.
Shelooked a him criticdly, apparently pacified when she saw no blood. “ And?!

"With those high-powered binoculars we found, you can see thiswhole country. It looks like Starking is
gtill in camp. | wasworried he would go ahead and take over the town."

"Peagan ill hasit."
"Bird told me,” Katie said mysterioudy.
"Two legged?"

"Yeah.” Sherdented. “I scouted up pretty closeto town. Found little Tommy fishing the creek. Helet me
know. Most of the townspeople are hiding in the hills. Pagan and his bunch arejust lying around. They
seem to be waiting for something.” Shelooked at him worriedly. “If you go, they'll bedl over you."

"I know."

Trent changed the subject. “Found out something about this place today when | was up on the hill."
Her raised eyebrows asked the question.

"Solar power."

She looked blankly at him. He had forgotten how young she was.

"Electricity,” Trent said. “Y ou know how they generateit at the mill, by turning a generator?Y ears ago,
they perfected away of collecting the sun's energy and turning it into eectricity. All | had to do was clean
off the collectors and hook up the batteries.” He smiled at her. “ Although the batteries arein bad shape, |
think there's enough power for asmal surprisetonight.”

She gave him a puzzled ook, and then said flatly, “Batteries.”
"Yes They'relittle...”

She dumped the deer a hisfeet. “ Surprise mewith this. If you can climb that bluff, you can skin adeer.
I'll go clean up.” She paused to smile back at him; “I wouldn't want to miss anything tonight.”

* k% k %

L ater, they were ditting contentedly on the floor of the living room, their backs against the couch, with
venison stesk nestled in their bellies. The pale glow of anilluminated did washed over their festures.



Although they might still work, Trent had eected not to try the main lightsin the house. The old car
batteries were till weak and he wanted dl their power for his surprise.

"What'sthiscdled agan?'
"A CD player. Compact Disk.” Hewrapped his arms around her, clasping his hands across her middle.
"Andit'sjust music ... no words?"

Earlier he had tried to explain the concept. “ Thisisn't some folk singer banging on abanjo and singing
through hisnose."

"Uhhuh. Well, let ‘er rip, old-timer."

Sowly the music filled the room. After aquick and delighted look toward the speakers, Katie settled
back to listen. Minutes | ater, the power stored in the batteries ran out, and Katie was wiping tearsfrom
her cheek. Sheturned to Trent, looking deep into his eyes.

"It was s0 sad,” she said softly.
"And dso very beautiful "
"Why?’ she asked. “Why did you do that to me?"

He thought aminute. “I don't redly know. Just so you could hear something of what we'velogt, | guess.
Maybe | needed to share the sadness with someone. Or, since you're so young...” He gave her a
sueeze. “| thought you needed to be educated.”

She thought about it. “It's okay then, aslong aswe share."

They weredlent for along time, each lost in their own thoughts.

Findly ... “What isthe name of themusic?’ Katie asked.

"Adagio for Strings by Samuel Barber."

Shemouthed thewords. “I'll remember that.”

Turning her around to face him, he kissed her tenderly. The kisslasted along time.
"I want to make loveto you."

She chuckled as she bit him lightly onthelips. “Likeonthetrail 7!

"No, not like on the trail. That was more like spontaneous combustion. We needed each other. Thiswill
be different, and it will take along time ... maybe the whole night.”

Their lips parted again and she breathed softly into him. * Sure you're up to this?"

Her gartled laughter as he lifted her to the couch turned into along, soft, sigh.



Chapter 16

The Watcher fdlt proud of himself. It wastime, and he had found someone worthy. She came donefrom
one of the smaller houses surrounding the ranch of Consuelo Sanchez. A basket in hand, she picked
blackberries and stopped to pull collard greens from the bog.

When shewas out of sight from the buildings, he came up behind her and hit her at the base of the neck
with the edge of hishand. She dropped like astone, her basket spilling on the path. As he picked her up,
her long black hair spilled over the Watcher's shoulder. Close up, she was even better than he had
hoped. Bardly into her teens, she was nubile and firm, and radiated a freshness he could smell and taste.
The Watcher would take histime with this one.

* * * %

"John."
"I hear them.” Trent reached for the SK'S as he went out onto the front porch.

Horses, single file and coming up thetrail. He stood outside the door, leaving it open in case he wanted
to duck ingdein ahurry. Katie was around the corner of the house and behind the breastworks of a
woodpile, making an effective crossfireif they needed one.

They did not. Thefirst rider into the clearing was Chico Cruz. Behind him wereten of hismen, al
mounted on magnificent horses. Erect and haughty in the saddle, and sporting more gunsthan an arms
dedler, they looked tough and competent as they gazed curioudy around the clearing.

"Light and s&t,” Trent said.

Chico nodded to Trent, then shot rapid fire Spanish to his men. They headed toward some shade at the
edge of the clearing, two of them breaking off to dismount and walk into the forest. Sentries. The news
must be bad.

Katie, her AK-90 on ading, joined them as the two men shook hands. Trent could see Chico was
troubled, yet the man tried to keep up the socid amenities.

"Thisisagood place...” he began.
Trent interrupted. “What has happened, Chico?’

Chico sighed and took off his hat. He looked twice his age for amoment, glancing first at Katie, then
back at Trent. “On our way here, we found Hobbs. He had been dead about a couple of weeks, maybe.
Someone cut him up very bad. One of our men heard screams the night he brought you in. It must have
been Hobbs. Someone laid for him. We found a skinned tree. Whoever it was probably stretched arope
acrossthetrail to trip the horse. No other sign, either, not so much as abent twig. A bad thing, my
friend.”

"Can't figureit.” Looking at Cruz, Trent knew there was more. Finding Hobbswould not upset him this
much.

"Alvarez,” Cruz pointed in the generd direction of hismen, “his daughter ismissng. Shewas picking
berries yesterday.” He shrugged expressively. “Wefound the basket. That isal.”

"And nosgn?'



"Nothing,” Cruz said as Trent and Katie exchanged glances. “ This means something to you?'
"Maybe ... if shedoesn't turn up.”

Cruz looked toward hismen. “ Sheisonly thirteen. Swedt, like the honey. Everyone loves her; sheislike
adaughter to usal. If you know something...” He looked expectantly at them, his expression amixture of
hope and dreed. “ Anything?"

Katie picked up the conversation. “We know of three young women who have been murdered.” She
gestured toward Trent. “Going back to hiswife a couple of years ago."”

Chico looked sadly at them. “Then dl | can hopeisthat sheisnot found. If we never find her, there will
aways be hope"

Thevoice of Chico Cruz hardened. “The one who does this?"

Trent said honestly, “I don't have aclue, Chico, not one. We just have to wait for the killer to make a
mistake."

"Raiders? Reeves?’ Cruz was searching.

"l don't think so. Starking holds the raiders under tight control. Besides, I do not think that isthe kind of
thing he would go for. Pagan Reeves? My impression is no. | mean, he could be the one, but | do not see
him wasting good womenfolk that way. He would rather kegp them around.”

"And if you catch thisman?’ Cruz asked, watching Trent closdly.
"Then I'll be crossing that line we talked about.”

An unspoken message passed between the two men, thoughts of a conversation in another time and
place. Katie watched, a puzzled expression on her face.

Reassured, Chico stood and gathered the reins of hishorse. “Y ou will go to the Springs soon?"
"Very soon.” Trent's gaze was steady on Chico.
Chico'sfacelit upinadazzling smile. “This| would liketo see”

The group had remounted and was riding somberly away, when another rider burst into the clearing.
After ashort conversation, Cruz turned and rode back to Trent.

"We have found her.” His eyes were hard and the muscles of his jaw kept clenching. “Please. Will you
come?'

"Of course,” Trent and Katie replied together.

* * % %

The clearing was small, less than twenty feet across, with vegetation choking the perimeter. The mass of
cuts and muitilationsin the center of the clearing barely resembled a human form. The group stopped at
the edge of theforest.

"How did hefind her?’ Trent asked.

"Hewas comingtojoinus,” Cruz replied, “and came acrossthistrail. Hefollowed. Thetrail comesin
here and leaves on the other sde of the clearing.”



"Have the men wait. Let'slook around.”

An hour |ater, they stood in the shade of a pin oak, watching the men wrap the girl in ablanket and
secure her over asaddle.

"Shouldn't we befollowing thetrail?” Katie asked.
Trent answered her. “ The body |ooksto be aday old."
She quickly caught on. “And thetrail 7'

"Today,” Cruz confirmed. “ Thereisaboot track at the edge of the clearing. The edges are still well
defined. Therewasalight rain last night that would have softened the imprint.”

"Thanksfor thelesson,” Katie said dryly.

One of theridersled the horse back down thetrail to the ranch, with two men riding guard. The rest
looked expectantly at Trent.

"So, let'sgo see” Trent said.

Trent was on point, with Cruz and Katie close behind. The dense growth was too hard to ride through
and the men walked, leading their horses. Thetrail was not hard to follow, arock turned over here,
scuffmarks somewhere ese. Stopping a moment, Trent listened. The only sounds he heard were from the
men and animas behind him. Asawayswhen trailing, he wished heweredone.

"He's pushing too hard,” he said.

"| think we have the same thoughts, amigo.” Cruz had come to stand by Trent. Both gazed down at the
bardy discernibletrail.

"Y ou think someone came up to the body, then heard or saw someone, and went after them.”
By way of agreeing, Cruz said, “ Thetrail ahead is made for ambush. We must be very careful.”

Thetrail infront of them blended into a path that wound around the side of amountain, closed in by
dense brush and trees on both sides. The path was barely visible and used only by the animals of the
forest. Thetrees overhead let in filtered sunlight, just enough to make shadows dark enough to hideiin.
Asthey rounded a pile of rock, brought up against some trees during alanddide long ago, Trent saw the

body.
"Damn,” Trent said fervently.
Holding his hand up, Trent instructed the party to stay back as he went on aone.

Trent knelt beside the man, amazed he was till dive, then propped him up againgt atree trunk. When he
moved him, he found the courier pouch the man had hidden benesth himsdlf. Trent dung it around his
own shoulder out of habit.

The knifewound in the victims belly was amazingly bloodless, but dready the smell was overwheming.
Grabbing feebly at Trent'sarm, the courier tried to form words hislips could not master. Finally, hisvoice
breaking up and faint, he said, “ Trent, | never ... never saw him. Had on an army shirt...."

Lieutenant Saints gathered his strength with avisible effort. Looking a Trent with feverish eyes, hesaid,
“It's not supposed to be thisway. A man is supposed to die with tall sons by his side, and daughtersto



take care of him."
"Y ou are agood man, Saints. That counts for something.” Trent's voice was oft.

"I have been trying to die, Trent, but it just won't happen. Can't stand the pain. I'll be crying like ababy in
afew hours. We're soldiers, Trent. We've both been in combat. I'm asking for release.”

The last word wheezed past hislips asthe soldier grimaced in pain and coughed up blood.
Chico and Katie had come up behind Trent. “Y ou know thisone,” Chico asked.

Katie answered for Trent. “Isn't he the colond's aide, from back at base camp?’

"Fred Saints. Heis Colondl Bonham's adjjutant.”

Cruz waslooking at thelieutenant. “Hes ill dive.™

"I know,” Trent said softly.

"With that wound it could take daysfor himto die. But he will surdly die, my friend. He would suffer a
greet dedl.” Cruz waslooking a Trent intently.

"I'll take careof it."

"John,” Katieinterjected in a startled voice. “ There has got to be another way. We can get him back to
town. With care..."

"With care ... hewould last an extraweek.” Trent's voice was unemotiond. Asasoldier, Saints had
made afina request. Whether Trent liked it or not, hewasacomradein arms.

Cruz put hishand on Trent'sarm. “Would you dlow meto do this?'

"No,” Trent said. “ Thanks, Chico ... but no."

* * * %
Later, asthey stood at the edge of the clearing, Katie asked Trent, “Why would Saints be here?"

"I don't know, Katherine.” Trent'svoicewastired. “I do know he and the colonel were cooking up some
plan for moving out here. Maybe he was coming to see me."

Trent stood with hands on hips as the men with Cruz scouted around the area. They came back with the
report he expected. Nothing. After burying Saints, Katie and the men rested benegth the trees. The sun
was starting to dip toward the west, and darkness comes early to the forest; it would soon be timeto go.
But there was a curious rel uctance among them to leave the place.

"l don't know. Maybethereisaclue here and we just can't seeit.” Trent'svoice was skepticd. “1 know
onething. Our man isgetting alot messer in hiswork."

"Which means?’ Katie was obvioudy gill queasy from seeing the young girl and then Fred Saints.

"Maybe he'slosing contral. It is possible this has come on him just this past couple of years. If 0, heis
killing more frequently. It isasif heisfeeding onit. But it's Sarting to take more to satisfy him. Heis
garting to hurry. And, if heislosing control, maybe helll make amistake. | just hope | am close when he
does."



"Thewords Saintssaid to you,” Katie said, “they didn't make sense.”

"I know. Theword: army. But it made senseto him,” Trent said. “I think he was amazed. Y ou know,
Saintsand | did some training together. He was agood man in the forest, athough maylbe not one of the
best. Whoever killed him laid an ambush and got him cold. Saints never saw who hit him."

A sudden ideacameto Trent. “Maybe that'sit. If he wore camouflage, then you might not see him.
Maybe that's what he meant by army.”

Everyone waslooking at Trent expectantly. “Before the Fall, therewas alot of redly neat high tech stuff
intheranks. | noticed afew of them in the packs of the patrol we camein with."

"Like?" Katieinterjected.

"Likeagadget that will tel your position within five feet at any spot in theworld. Night vison gogglesthat
turn night into day. Clothing that changes color like achameleon. Heat sensorsthat et you find amanin
the dark. Y ou put al that stuff with aman that is an expert in the forest anyway..."

"But theré's no army around here,” Katie said. “ Gunny is missing and the Green Jeans patrol was wiped

"Maybe. Maybe not.” Cruz sounded unconvinced. “Besdes, they don't have to be army. Anyone could
have these things now."

Logt in hisown thoughts, Trent replied, “I need to spend sometimein the forest. Alone. If | cannot see
him, maybe | canfed him, smell him, or even hear him. Thishas gone ontoo long. | haveto try
something.”

"What about Reeves? Y ou do not want to have trouble on two fronts. Y ou can't trail thiskiller if you're
worrying about your back trail.” Chico's voice hardened. “How about we take care of Pagan Reevesfor
you?'

"I've something better for you to do, Chico. If your men are willing, pull as many off the ranch asyou can
gpare and put them on thetrails. Two-man teams. | want to know who's moving and where they are
going. If we see Starking, welll ask him for help, too."

"Y ou think Starking would help?’ Chico's voice sounded skeptica.
"Won't know until we ask, Chico."
"And Pagan?'

"No,” Trent said. “ Pagan ismy responsibility. | will take care of him. And you'reright. It hasto be done
firs.” Trent stood and adjusted his gun belt. “Well go to town tonight.”

* * * %

It was not until later that he remembered the dispatch. He opened the courier pouch and retrieved a
short, cryptic message.

Trent. Moving your way with settlersin one month. If Springs not suitable, suggest alternate site
to Lt. Saints. Charley Walsh closed saloon. Probably coming your way. Resp. Col. Bonham.

S, that was it. More settlers. Trent sighed tiredly, then in frustration balled up the paper and sent
it winging into the bushes. This wilderness haven was going to be knee deep in people before long,



many of them young women no doubt. And the killer was still loose.



Chapter 17

John Trent paused at the edge of the valley, testing the air like a prowling wolf. The night waswarm and
muggy, hisshirt felt damp in the cloying heat. An occasiond flash of lightning would briefly illuminate the
sky to the west, and alow growl of thunder would follow.

Trent and Katie walked slently through the glade, moving toward the back of Murdock’s saloon. Trent
had tried to persuade Katie to stay away, but she had stubbornly insisted she come. They found the back
door locked, but as they turned to go around the building, it opened a crack, creaking dightly in the
dillness.

"Get in here. We have been expecting you,” Murdock said.

When the door had closed behind them, Murdock turned up an oil lamp and looked them over. “Must
have been one hdll of aweek."

Trent looked toward the front of the saloon. “1'm looking for Pagan.”

Murdock ignored hisenquiry. “Trent, you look like you've been caught in a stampede of Arkansas
Razorbacks, and Katie looks like the cat that ate the canary. 1'd say the negotiating is over between you
two."

Trent ignored her baiting. “Is Pagan here?"

"Nope, just some of hisboys. Red Seaver isin there and Jumbo Smith. Jumbo is about the same Size as
Big Waters, only meaner. Y ou will notice by the namesthey use, they ain't the sharpest knivesin the
drawer."

Trent looked aquestion &t her.

"Big Watersisthe one that wal ks on crutches now, being as someone got mad and broke hisleg.”
Murdock's voice was quiet and sarcastic at the sametime.

Katie brokein. “Have you seen my father?'

"I don't know how to makethiseasy, girl.” Murdock reached out and brought Katie to her. “Hon, your
father dwayswas a stubborn man. He met up with Pagan and Red afew days ago. After they beat him
around a bit, they came to the saloon. Red went back out and shot him. | am sorry, Katie. He's dead.”

Katie went pale in the subdued light. Her eyes widened, then closed to hide her pain. “I should have
stayed.” Her breath caught in astifled sob. 1 should have been here.”

"Wouldn't have helped none. The preacher's whole flock was around. They did not help none either. We
buried him behind the church, thought that'd be best.” Murdock continued to hold Katie as tears coursed
down both their cheeks.

Finaly. “Hey,” Murdock grabbed Trent'sarm, “ by the way, some no-good bum is out there. He clams
to know you. Name's Walsh. Pesky littlefella. | kindatook a shineto him, so don't shoot him.”

Trent turned his stony gaze toward the door. “Y ou two stay here.” Trent opened the door a crack, then
turned and asked Murdock, “Where do you keep the Ithaca?"

"Under the bar, about middie way. Y ou be careful, Trent. That gun will take saintsand sinnersaike.”



Slipping through the door into the smoke filled room, Trent walked casudly down to the middle of the
bar, reached under and brought out the shotgun. He thumbed off the safety.

Charley Wdsh was Sitting at the far end of the bar. When Trent walked in, hiseyeslit up. “Wdll, if it
isn't...” Hiscomment died as he saw Trent take the shotgun. “ Oh, shit.” Walsh scooted around the end of
the bar and pulled hispistol.

The room got quiet in waves, garting closeto Trent, then expanding on into the room as more people
looked up and reglized who was there.

Red Seaver was Sitting at a table with two other men. When he looked up and saw Trent, he went two
shadeswhiter.

Trent pounded on the counter top with the butt of the shotgun. He had their attention. One of the men at
the table stood up, hands out wide. Trent recognized him instantly. Dake Priest was an ex-courier. Hed
dropped out of sight the last couple of years and Trent had lost track of him.

"I'mnot inthis, Trent."”
"Too bad, Dake. | liketo get dl my chickenstogether."
"Now, you got no call to act like that. What happened two years ago wasn't my fault.”

"Oh, I know. Someone had to supply the raiders with automatic wesapons, right? Tell you what, Dake.
Y ou go stand in that corner, and maybe | won't shoot you.”

"Y ou want my gun?'

"Kegpit. You can useit if youfed lucky.” Trent moved hisattention to the rest of the crowd. “Folks,
there's going to be some shooting. If you are not friends of Red here, you had better get on outside. If
you arefriends of his, then stay and join the show. It doesn't matter to me one way or the other.”

"Now, Marshd ... you hold on aminute.” Seaver was sweeting. “Thisain't going to befair. | got thisgirl
in one hand and adrink in the other. Y ou got to at least give me achance.”

The area between Trent and the table cleared out and most of the patronsfiled out the door. Thetablein
front had three men, and standing in the corner was afourth.

"Y ou men were warned. Not only did you stay, you killed aman. And for what, Seaver? What do you
get out of killing that preacher? Wasthat onefar?'

Seaver stammered an answer. “We were drunk, Trent. Besdes, Pagan started that. Not me.”

Jumbo Smith had stood it too long. With atruculent voice, he said, “We got you threeto one, Mr.
Marshd. Maybeif you drop your guns, well let you live for awhile.”

The bargirl started struggling to get away. It was dl the distraction the raiders needed. Trent could seeit
in Red's eyes. It was going to be now.

Trent made eye contact with the girl and said, “Drop.”

Thegirl fel down, asif she had practiced the move for years, as Red's gun was coming up. Trent
dropped the barrel of the duckbilled Ithacaand pulled the trigger, aiming high to avoid the girl. Thetwo
men at the table exploded in ared froth as the number four shot blew through them. Trent whirled to face
the man in the corner. A bullet nicked the top of hisear and he jacked another shell into the pump



shotgun. The Ithacajammed! Trent sidestepped up the bar, as a second shot went through the side of his
shirt, pamed his Ruger and fired. Rocked back againgt the wal by the expanding dug, the man tried to
bring hisguninline. Trent fired again and the man dropped, hisgun faling from lifdessfingers.

"Left, Trent!”

Charley's hoarse scream galvanized Trent back into action. Jumbo Smith, covered in blood, was coming
up from behind the overturned table. Trent dropped onto one knee as Smith'sfirst shot went over his
head. Carefully, asif on atarget range, Trent fired one shot. Smith stood stiffly for amoment, then
collgpsed lifelesdy behind the table.

The door opened behind Trent as Walsh got up from the floor. Katie came in, and with onelook at the
carnage around the table, dowly did down to the floor. She sat that way, with her arms folded across her
knees, forehead on her arms.

Murdock stood protectively over her, but with a sheegpish look on her face as she spoke to Trent. “I
forgot to tell you. That Ithacajams a bit. Needs some work."

Trent just looked at her.

"l said | was sorry.” Her customary belligerence was coming back as she went around the bar to help the
bargirl to her feet.

Trent helped Katie. “Let'sfind aplace to hole up for the night,” he said gently as he folded her into his
arms. “And Murdock ... take care of my friend, here. He looks alittle piqued.”



Chapter 18

Morning was till apromisein the eastern sky as they stood by the preacher's grave. The roar of the
water, rushing from benesth the mountain, seemed muted by the fog. The errant breeze, pushing the mist
around the small graveyard, was cool and damp.

"We never got dong.” Kati€e's voice was subdued, barely audible above the background noise of the
Springs. “I'm sorry for that."

Trent's gaze roved around the meadow and toward the town. “He died doing what he believed in. Even
inthe face of death. | heard from somefolks he did not givein. He wastdlling them to get out of town
when they took him. | would say that isafair judgment of any man. He died facing histroubles. That'sal
anyone can ask of aman.”

Katie looked up, noticing where his glance had gone. “Do you haveto go?"
"You know | do."
"lan't there some other way? Hasn't there been enough killing.”

"If there was another way, | would do it, Katie. There has been too much killing, that's afact. But, there
will have to be some more before thisis over."

"I'mafraid.”
"I know, Katherine. I'm sorry."

"I should have fdlen in love with some hillbilly, and raised pigs and chickens.” Katie Sghed and leaned
her head againgt hischest. “I don't want to lose you, John.”

He held her away and looked steadily into her eyes. 1t could happen, you have to know that."
"Why can't we ride out of here? Why not just grab our stuff and go?”

"What about little Tommy? Or Murdock? Do you think she can last? Or any of the settlers?” Trent
looked at her, ahumorous glint in hiseyes. “Don't | remember you telling me| should teke thisjob? It

was my duty?'

"l didn't love you then.” She paused and sighed. “Ah, damn you, Trent. | don't know why | stay with
you."

"Sureyou do. You sad usold guys are more interesting.”

"Not if you're dead.”

"Point taken. Thiswill not be a contest, Katherine. Not if Paganisaone.”
"You can't know that,” she said.

"l know him. | know me."

* * * %

Asthe sun gtarted to climb, running the shadows from the street below, people began showing up in small



groups. They positioned themselves dong the street and between buildings for what small protection they
would afford. Trust the mountain grapevine to get word around.

Leaving Katie gtting on the church steps, Trent was starting down the hill when he heard his name called.
He turned to confront asmall group of men, coming in from the trail above the springs.

"Mr. Starking."
"Marshd Trent."
"I'm asking you to stay out of this, Mr. Starking. It would be afavor."

Jeremiah Starking smiled crookedly. “We never had much in common with Pagan Reeves, Marshal.
Actually, we're here to meet with some of the townsmen. It is peace we are looking for, not war. We will
not interfere.”

"Do me afavor then?’ Trent asked.
"If | can."

"Pagan Hill has severad men. If | go down, make sure they do not take over the town. Thereisafuture
here. If you and your people merge with the settlers, you'll be strong enough that you won't have to
worry about the Pagan Reeves of thisworld."

Starking did not answer, just clucked to his horse and led his people toward town.

Trent stood in the center of the street with the sun warm on his shoulders. The morning breeze gently
ruffled his shirt. Every sense was incredibly dive, each breath pure and swest, asif hisbody were trying
to savor the last fedlings he would ever have.

Pagan Reeves stepped smiling out of the saloon where held probably been filling up on liquid courage.
Two men flanked him, and Trent felt his blood run cold. One of the men wasasmall time merc for hire,
awayswearing anidiot smile. Trent had seen him around but could not remember his name. The other
man was Dake Priest! Priest, the ex-courier gone bad, now agun for hire. Trent's mouth tasted dry with
tension and adrendin as he willed the knot in hisbelly to go away. No one said it would be easy.

"Y ou're running in rough company, Priest. | should have taken you down last night.” Trent's voice echoed
between the buildings as he purposefully ignored Pagan.

"I likeit rough, Trent."

Of them dl, Priest was the most dangerous. He would have dready figured his odds and planned his
moves. Standing dightly behind the other two, Priest would know he wasin the best positionto get a
shot off.

"Way I'vegot it figured, Priest, my first two shotswill befor you. At thisrange, | can't miss. The next
shot will befor smiley there. I'll save Pagan for lagt.”

Ashe gtared at Priest and steadily advanced toward them, the gunman began to swest, eyes darting side
to sde. Trent could guess what he was thinking. Thiswas not going the way it should. They should stop.
Square off. They should taunt each other. Thisway, and a thisrange, dl of them could die.

Pagan could not stand it anymore. “What about me, Trent? Ain't you worried about me? Don't you want
me?'



"How about now, Pagan?"

Trent's gun was up and firing. Priest took onein the shoulder as he dove for cover. The other merc, his
hand just bringing up his gun, was looking down at the smal holein his chest. Bright red blood pumped
from hisshirt. He started to say something, but ran out of time. He folded up on wilted legsand fdll in the
dust.

Trent brought his gun to bear on Pagan. Pagan's hand was on his weapon, but he had not drawn it. Now,
it wastoo late.

"Don't shoot, Trent.” Pagan looked from side to side, desperately seeking help.

Trent just stared a him while keeping track of Priest at the sametime. A sudden shot rang out and Priest
flopped from behind a boardwalk.

The musicd voice of Chico Cruz said, “WEell watch your back, compadre. Y ou have atrid to do, yes?'
A trid.
"How many people have you killed in these hills, Pagan? How much grief and pain have you caused?'

"I'll leave. Please. You'll never ssemeagain.” Sweat dripped from Pagan'sface, his gaze locked on Trent
inavain hope of reprieve.

"No, Pagan, you'll not be leaving. It'stoo late. Y ou have Rev. Stephensto answer for, and the
McCracken family. God knows how many others.”

"Yourethelaw, Trent. You haverules. You can't judt..."

Pagan Reeves probably thought he had a chance. Trent glanced to the side, and Reeves hand streaked
toward the gunin hisholgter.

* * * %

The Watcher stood looking &t the girl in the print dress. Beautiful and willowy, blond hair and large
breasts, skin soft and unblemished. Not now! It was too soon. There were too many people. But she
was worthy. He could taste her; fed her flesh under his hands. The Watcher drew in a shaky breath. And
what of the man? The man he had come to see fight with Pagan Reeves. HEd known it would be no
contest, but three men? And the man was close. He would come for her, come hard! The hero would
comefor thekiller. The Watcher laughed to himself. The hero would not return. So beit. Maybe it was
timefor that too.

Silently, the Watcher moved up behind the girl. She had comein with Starking, but had separated and
was walking toward the church. The girl flinched as shots rang out in the street below, and the Watcher
glanced disdainfully in that direction. It would be no contest. The man would win. Would he dwayswin?

The Watcher mentally shrugged as he advanced on the girl. It did not matter. It wasthe girl that mattered.
The one who was worthy.

* * * %

Chico and Trent walked up the hill toward the church, Chico leading his horse by thereins.

"l used to think | was very fast with my guns, Senor.” He shook his head ruefully. “Now, | think I'll throw
them away. | saw Reeveskill aman on that very street and | thought he was fadt. It isnot so. And then,
when you looked away from him ... on purpose?”



"I had to bait him, Chico. Otherwise, he would have crawled away. | just could not shoot himin cold
blood. Not even him.” Trent pamed hisgun and held it up. “Y ou know, thisisn't something | asked for,
or ever wanted, Chico. | was born with quick hands. It seemsto me, there should be something better to
usethemfor.”

"Y ou did agood thing today, my friend. If you had shown him mercy, he would not have stopped killing.
Hewould not have changed.”

"Inmy heart, | know,” Trent said. “In my mind, sometimes| do not know."

A scream snapped their heads up in unison. A girl was struggling with someonein front of the church. As
they watched they saw the man swing and her head snap back. Katie came rushing around the building,
but was knocked sprawling by a sweep of the man'sarm. Almost in the same motion, the man swung the
girl to his shoulders and disappeared into the forest behind the church.

Cruz wastrying to line up arifle shot when Trent pushed down the barrel. “Too risky."

They both mounted Cruz's horse and arrived at the church in moments, scattering divots of grassand dirt
around the porch. A faint trail led away in the wet grass toward the forest beyond.

"Katherine, areyou dl right?” Trent asked hurriedly.
"Yeah, | guesss0,” she answered groggily.

Trent ran to hishorse tied to the porch. He pulled out his knee-length moccasins, dropped to the ground,
shucked his boots, and tugged them on. Pulling his Bowie, he threaded his belt through the loop in the
scabbard. Donning along-tailed hunting shirt, he stuffed trail mix in the pouches. Slipping agtrip of leather
over hisrevolver, to keep it from falling out as he ran, he reached up and took out his SKS. He folded
the stock to make it shorter, then checked the clip. Thirty rounds. It would haveto do.

"L et me comewith you.” Cruz was dready turning away to remount.

"No time. I am going to run him down, Cruz. Hewill have ahorse back in the brush. If | push hard
enough, hewill not have timeto stop and hurt the girl. On rough ground | can make better time on foot
than he can on ahorse. | might even be able to outrun his horse. But above dl, I've got to keep him
running.”

"Y ou mean like awolf pack runsadeer,” Cruz sad.
"Yougotit."
"What can | do?'

Trent held hisfriend's gaze for amoment. “ Thismay be along run. If theworst happens and hekillsthe
girl ... I will stay after him. | have to push him hard enough that he knowsthat. Y ou and Katherine round
up some men and suppliesto follow, but not too close. Just stay close enough that | can find you. If | do
not get him right away, | will need supplies. If you get achance, cut in front of him. We do not want to
lose him. Not now."

"Hurry, friend Trent. Thismanisadevil. You must run like thewind.”

Trent did not answer. He was aready ducking into the gloom of the forest.



Chapter 19

Trent hit the edge of the forest a a dead run. For the first few minutes, he would throw aside caution.
Thegirl'slifewas at stake. He picked up thetrail immediately. Broken grass and bent limbs, then the
churned grass where the man had mounted his horse. Thetrail went straight away down adim path in the
forest that would skirt around the mountain. This was second growth forest, which meant there were not
many trees, and the grass and bushes were amost waist high.

He was trying to match the pace of the man ahead. The kidnapper'sfirst burst of speed would be from
the panic of discovery and trying to get away. Soon, reason would set in and he would dow down or
stop. If Trent could keep from overrunning him, that would be hisfirst and best chance.

Theinitia burst of speed from the man he chased, was alot longer than Trent expected. It wasafull half
hour later when the stride of the horse he wastrailing began to shorten. Keeping his attention asfar up
thetrall aspossble, Trent dmost missed the torn grass and dirt clods where the man had reined in his
horse and gone off the trail about fifty feet ahead.

Thefirst shot passed with a sonic crack, and whacked into atree behind him. The second creased his
hip, leaving aburning red hole in his hunting shirt. Panic shooting? Or awarning? The first cametoo high,
the second too low. Trent did not stop, just swerved to the side and into the brush. The growth under the
tall treeswas not thick here, mostly sumac and scattered fern, so he began aweaving approach toward a
copse of trees ahead.

Moments later, Trent rolled into the clearing, bringing his SKSto bear around the perimeter. Nothing.
The sun glittered off the bright shell casings gected into the grass. The man had dismounted to shoot. The
imprintsin the soft earth were small, maybe asize nine or ten. After the missed shot, he had mounted and
continued down the path, leaving atrail achild could follow. Knowing something of the man he followed,
that fact worried Trent more than anything else did. Thisman had never |eft atrail before. A challenge?
And maybe his first mistake.

Trent cursed as he stood in the clearing, trying to catch his breath. He had not been fast enough. The man
wasgone... and so wasthe girl.

Quickly cutting three sticks, Trent made acrude arrow in thetrail to show which direction he was going.
As he began to run, hefelt acold fear knot up in hisbdly. From now on, the man would be more
cautious ... and Trent would have to give him the first shot. He would not missforever.

An hour later, Trent stood on top of abald knob overlooking the trail ahead. He was scratched and
bleeding from the nearly impenetrable shortcut he had taken. His knee-length moccasins were torn near
the top from the fangs of astartled timber rattler that sunned itsalf on alimestone ledge. Trent had merely
ripped it out of the leather and tossed it away. His mind was focused on the quarry ahead. If the man
followed the trail around the mountain, he would have to gppear in one of the clearings below. Trent
picked the clearing that had astream init. If they stopped for water...

He st the Sights of the SKSto battle setting, for longer range, and settled down to wait. Watching the
clearing below, hetried to control his breathing. Thiswasared gamble. If he guessed wrong and they
did not show up, he'd lose an hour picking up thetrail again and the girl would be dead. If they did show
up, and he missed his shot, he would be behind again. It would take valuable minutesto get off the
promontory he was Sitting on and continue pursuit.

* * * %



The young girl regained consciousness with arush of pain and nausea. She remembered someone
grabbing her from behind as she waked toward the church. She remembered a struggle, but did not
recal much after that.

Now, she was Sitting on the ground where the man had unceremonioudy dumped her. She rubbed her
stomach, sore from the way she'd been draped over the saddle.

"Miger, don't do this."

"Now you be quiet, missy. | don't want to hurt you."

"Like hell youdont,” shesad. “Y ou are the one who has been killing dl the girls.
He pointed hishandgun at her. “Hold out your wristsso | can tiethem.”

When she did not, he casudly reached out and hit her on the sde of the head with hispistal. “Now,” he
said reasonably.

She held her hands out asthefirst fedling of panic beganto setin. Sall. Do what he wants. Anything.
Trent will be coming. She had heard her father talk of him and knew he waslike agod to the woods
runners. Everyone either admired him or was afraid of him. Stall. Trent will come.

Asif reading her thoughts, the man laughed. “ That boy won't catch up to us.”

Shereplied angrily. “Hell come, and if not him, my father will. Y ou don't know what you have done, do
you? My father is Jeremiah Starking. He can bring a hundred men after you if he wants.”

Asthe man was gpparently unimpressed by her father's name, she watched the man turn to face back
toward the direction they had come. Thetrail he watched spiraled around the mountain. At different
points, she knew he could see the back trail. As she watched, he suddenly raised his gun and fired.

The Watcher turned to the girl, chuckling. His body and mouth looked like he was laughing, but his eyes
appeared stone cold and lifeless.

"Believe you may beright,” he said. “ That boy isrunning, not usng ahorse. Smart. Knows he can go
where we cannot. Y eah, I'd say thisis going to be interesting.”

"See?Likel said, mister, you'd better et me go."

Without replying, the man picked her up and put her on the front of the saddle. Mounting behind her, his
hands lingered on her thighs and breagts. “We got to move, missy."

* k x %

Later in the morning, both the horse and riders were hot and tired, and the man stopped to water his
horse. Carrying doublein this heat was hard on the animal. Walking upstream, he braced himsdlf on his
hands and |eaned forward to drink from the cool stream.

Hisreflection in the stream exploded in afroth of mud and water asa 7.62mm bullet plowed into it at
2400 feet per second. The man jerked backwards as a second round hit the soft earth where he had
been, splattering him with mud. A third notched the hedl of his moccasin, taking abloody piece out of his
hedl. Whining with apparent fury, he dodged hisway back to the horse, bullets kicking rocks al around
him. The girl sayed mationless, hoping to go unnoticed, knowing if she moved it would hamper the
shooter. The Watcher gave her onewild look, stopped, then threw her on his horse and went pounding
downthetrail.



* * % %

Trent cursed hisluck and poor marksmanship, asick feding in his somach. He had done the one thing he
could not do. He had missed!

From behind him came a stampede of sound. Trent whirled to see Chico and Katieriding into the
clearing at the top of the bald knob.

"Y ou madetime, Chico."

"l heard shots."

"I missed him, Chico. | had him and | missed him."

"Shit.” Chico'sfervent oath said it dl. Then, he brightened. “The girl isalive?'
"Sofar.”

"Starking is coming behind us and he is going to kill someone. If not the man we are after, maybe us. I'm
thinking he won't be too particular. Heis mad, my friend."

"Don't blame him.” Trent had already been moving toward the trail down the mountain and Katie
continued to push himin that direction.

"Go. Go,” shecried.
Trent grabbed Chico by the arm. Pointing, he asked, “Where doesthat trail come out?'

Chico looked down at thetrail, then looked around more closdly at the mountain. He grinned. “ Thetrail
heison has cliffs on both sdes. He hasto stay on it until the other Sde of the mountain. Thereisasmall
park that thetrail emptiesinto.”

Mistake number two. “How long?’ Trent relieved Cruz of hisfavorite legther riata as he talked.
"Coupleof hours” Cruz replied.

"How long to go over the top?’ Trent asked.

"For abird? Not long. But you cannot do it, my friend, even with my finerope.”

"If I can makeit over, | can bewaiting for him at the clearing on the other side.” Trent turned to Chico.
“Get behind him, Chico. Push him. Not too hard, but stay close enough that he knows you are there.
Watch he doesn't double back on you."

Trent disgppeared into the trees before Chico could answer.

* * * %

After heleft, Katie's voice was gpprehensive. “ Chico, what if the man we're chasing is Gunny? It isthe
only thing about thisthat makes sense. Gunny isthe only one who is unaccounted for."

Chico Cruz sat looking at Kétie, hisexpresson fearful for thefirgt time. It might make adifference. Could
Trent kill hisfriend? Or would it dow his hand enough to be the instrument of his desth.

Shaking his head, and dapping his horse, Chico Cruz went helling down the mountain, making more noise
than he had made in years. Katie was right behind him, pulling the packhorse. They would push him, all
right. Maybe even catch him.



Chapter 20

Trent stood at the edge of aclearing, bent at the waist, holding his side and taking ragged, deep breaths.
His hands were torn and bloody. A long gash bled down hisleft sde and soaked his shirt, where he had
dipped on ajagged edge of limestone. His hat had fluttered down a sheer precipice, somewhere behind
him.

As helooked around, he could see no sign anyone had passed thisway. He breathed a silent prayer that
hewasin time, and that the abductor had not stopped aong the way. With luck, Chico had pushed the
man hard enough to make him careless.

Hedidn't havelong to wait. Hisanswer came with adight rustle of leaves, and ascrape of abranch
along buckskin as aman rode out of the forest and into the clearing.

"Hold it.” Trent's voicewas level and cold.
The man flinched, then dowly relaxed. “ Sure,” he said, as he turned in the saddle. “How you doin', boy?"
"Gunny?” Trent looked back down thetrail. “ Did you see...”

Trent suddenly became aware of the abducted girl struggling to get up from where Gunny had dumped
her in the weeds aong the edge of thetrail. Gunny sat facing him, hands folded across the pomme of his
saddle.

"You,” Trent said.

"I reckon.”

He was speechless for amoment. “My God. Why, Gunny?"
"I don't owe you anything, boy, least of dl explanations.”

Trent dmost missed seeing therifle coming up in Gunny's hands. Throwing himsdlf to the sde, he pamed
hisrevolver. Theroar of Gunny'srifle deafened him at close range. The shot went high over Trent's
shoulder and ricocheted off an outcropping of limestone. Flakes from the rock hit him like bee stings.

Trent'sfirgt shot hit the action of Gunny'srifle, splintering the stock. The second took him highin the
shoulder, punching him out of the saddle.

Gunny sat up groggily in the grass and stuck hisfinger inthe holein his shoulder. “Y ou like to shot the
lightsout of me, boy."

Trent just stood there, hismind il trying to comprehend what his eyes and earsweretdling him.

"It'shim, John.” Kati€'s soft voice came to him from behind. Chico and Katie had come up during the
shooting.

"l know."
"Take meto the shade, boy,” Gunny said. “I could diein this heat.”

Trent walked to Gunny and kicked the shotgun away. Reaching down, he relieved Gunny of his handgun
and knife. Pulling him to hisfeet, Trent helped Gunny walk to apinetree, leaning him againgt the trunk.



Katie and Chico led the girl away. She was sobbing and cursing in the same bregth.
Gunny looked a Trent with ahard gaze, dtill trying to bluff it out. “Why'd you shoot me, boy?*
"You had the girl. You were...” Trent's voice faded as metd and wood clanked at hisfeet.

Katie camly walked away again. Looking down, Trent saw apile of tent pegs and rope. Haf hiddenin
the tangle of rope was abranding iron. A small blackened cross adorned the end of it. Trent's gaze
dowly came up to meet Gunny's.

"All thosewomen."

Gunny did down the trunk of the tree, ssemingly obliviousto the blood seeping from his shoulder wound.
“What difference doesit make, boy?| just do it. Sometimes | remember, sometimes | don't. None of
them women was any good. At fird, they act asif they don't want it. But they do at the end, they dl do.
They do anything | want."

"Even my wife?’ Trent asked softly.

"Now, | didn't know that at the time. I'm sorry about that one."

"Youresorry.” Trent'svoice became lifeess. “What about Saints and Hobbs?'
Gunny shrugged, grimacing with pain.

The shot startled them. Bark exploded from the tree next to Gunny's head and Trent threw himself to the
sde, awoman's angry scream ringing in hisears. Coming up off the ground, he saw Cruz taking arifle
away from Starking's daughter. Whipping back around, his hand stresking for hisgun, al he saw was
empty space. Gunny was gone!



Chapter 21

Standing in the sunlit clearing, Trent looked past the girls a Cruz. The man shrugged.

"I waswatching you, not thegirl. | didn't think."

Starking's daughter tried to explain. “I'm sorry. | wasmed. 1..."

Katie grabbed the girl's shirtfront. “Don't you realize what you have done? He'sloose again.”

"Katherine.” Trent's voice was cam as his eyes searched the trees. “It's nobody's fault. We al messed up
onthisone” Heturned to the girl. “Areyou dl right, Miss Starking?"

"Yegh, 'mfine”

"Trent.” Cruz had been moving around the clearing. “He picked up hisrifle and knife."
"I noticed. He must not have been hurt as much as| thought.”

"How could he do so muchinsolittletime?’ Cruz said.

"We are not talking about an ordinary man, Chico."

Katie had led the Starking girl over to the horsesto rest. Walking back, she said, “ Something interesting.
Thegirl said, just before they got to this clearing Gunny mentioned they were closeto his place. That
might be where he went."

Trent looked up the mountain. “Well now..."
"We go after him now?’ Cruz said.

"Nope.” Trent cast aglance at the sky and the long shadows under the trees. “1 am not going into the
woods after Gunny in the dark. He would be laying for us for sure.” Waking back to his horse, Trent
said, “Better make afire and get somefood in our bellies. After themedl, put the fire out. We will deep
inacold camp tonight.”

"I've got two extramen here. I'd better send Miss Starking back with them.” Chico chuckled. “Maybe
she can kegp Starking from lynching us.”

Later, when they were away from Katie, Cruz asked, “Where do you think hewill go? | bet he'slong
gone.”

"I don't think hell go anywhere, Chico. | think he will stay right here and wait to see what we do. He
can't chance an open fight, and he won't want to lead usto hiscamp.” Trent's gaze turned to the forest.
“I'll go out tonight.”

"But, yousad..."

"I didn't want to worry Katherine."

* k x %

The moon had come and gone, leaving the campsite ajumble of dark shadows and phantom shapes. The
night air led the senses, as Trent tried to penetrate the blackness. Every pore of hisbody tried to



gather information hissight could not provide. There was very little breeze to fedl, and the leaves of the
treeshung limp in the fragrant night air. John Trent stood in the darkness, silently adjusting hisknifeand
handgun. He would leave the SKS. Thiswould be close work.

He glanced toward Kati€'s bedroll, wishing he could run his hand through her hair, or kiss her one more
time before he left. But he knew he could not. Silence was the key now. It wastimeto go and Gunny
knew he would be coming. With adight rustlein the grass, Trent faded into the forest.

* * * %

Dawn was an hour away and Trent had been completely around the campsite twice. He was beginning to
have hisfirst doubts. Maybe held guessed wrong and Gunny was |long gone as Cruz thought.

Knedling by agiant boulder that afforded his back some protection, Trent stared into the darkness. His
senses probed everything, andyzing every sound and smdll in the night air. He had about given up when
hefdtit.

There was achange in the darkness, subtle and soundless, afaint odor of sweat and leather. He moved
his head, testing the faint breeze, trying to get some kind of direction from a sixth sense only the animals
of the forest would understand. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end, and Trent's breathing
became shdlow and silent. Gunny.

Thenight felt ominous. Trent carefully shifted hisfeet, and then froze as he inadvertently made asmall
scrunching sound. A blade swished through the darkness, hanging up on his buckskins before dicing into
hisleg.

Trent immediatdy retdiated, lashing out with his other leg and feding the satisfying thump ashe
connected. The two men came together, grunting and straining, both trying for aknee to the groin at the
sametime asthey groped for the other's knife hand. Over-balanced by the action, they hit the ground
rolling, with Trent dashing his knife across Gunny's chest. Suddenly Gunny was up and gone, leaving
Trent crouched in the weeds, breathing heavily, nearly desf to the night sounds from the pounding in his
ears. Trent took adeep, slent breath, forcing his breathing to dow down.

He had not heard Gunny coming and did not hear him leave. Trent shifted his position, pulling along
piece of cloth from his pouch. Knotting it tightly around the cut on hisleg, his hand dipped on the bloody
cloth and hit abush next to him.

A stab of flame exploded in the darkness and athree-round burst plowed through the bushes. Gunny had
fired at the first sound he heard. Trent rolled from his position and down into arun-off ditch, lined with
tree roots and rocks. There was aburning across his|eft forearm from one of the bullets. As soon as his
feet hit the rocks, another burst went over hishead into the trees. Trent palmed hisgun, but held hisfire,
temporarily blind from the muzzle flashesin the darkness.

"Trent?” Gunny's voice carried softly in the night. “Y ou better leave, boy. Y ou can't beat me out here.”

Trent did not reply. Taking abal of string from his pouch, hetied one end to asmall rock. Leaning
another rock againgt this one, he started moving softly around to hisright, trailing the string behind him.
Maybe. Just maybe.

"Not talking, Trent?"

Trent pulled the string hard. The tumbling rocks made a sharp click in the night and Gunny ingtantly fired.
Trent pamed hisgun and fired into the muzzle flash of Gunny'srifle. The muzzle of the gun flew upinthe
arr, uitting flame into the night sky. Seconds later, Trent was there, but Gunny was gone. Picking up



Gunny'srifle, Trent melted back into the forest to wait for dawn.

* k% k %

Katie was staking around the smal fire Cruz had started. He had warned her to stay back from thefire,
justin case, but she paid little heed.

"We should go out and help, Chico. We have to do something.”
"Where would we go?’ Chico asked.

In the distance, they heard the clattering sound of an AK-47, with three spaced shotsfollowing close
behind.

Chico Cruz stood with his head cocked to the Side, listening intently. “Well go out whenit'slight, Katie.
Right now, Trent only hasto worry about himself. If we went out now, it would be a disadvantage for
him"

"Daybreak then,” Katie relented. “Isthat coffee ever going to be ready?’ She looked up, Startled as
someone limped into camp. “Cruz! Look out!"

* k% k %

Gunny stood on high ground, his stocky body easily taking the weight of thetall, blond-headed woman. It
had been so easy. After dl, they were not really woodsmen. They had thought he was Trent coming back
to the camp. Now he had the girl. Now the man would have to come. The Watcher'sinterest was
peaked when far below he saw the man come into the camp. It brought back another memory of seeing
Trent come into another clearing long ago. Difference was ... now he had Trent's woman.

* k% k %

Trent stood at the edge of the smdll clearing, fighting the impulse to run headlong into the camp. A smdl
amount of smoke wasrising from under the steaming coffegpot. His SKSwas il leaning againgt his
pack and other gear. Lying next to the fire was Chico, appearing at first glance to be ad eep—except for
the red stain on the earth under his head. Trent still did not move. Silently he stood in the shadows, eyes
probing every possible hiding place around the perimeter of the glade. Finally, he stepped into the
clearing, reading the story in the scuffled dirt around the fire. Katie was gone.

"Gunnyyyyyyy!” Trent's voice rocked the mountainsde. Anger and frustration tore from hisvocal chords
in primeva sound, lashing itsway up the mountainside toward hisfoe. “1'm coming for you!"

A smdl sound brought him back from hisrage. Chico was struggling to sit up. Trent turned and knelt
beside him.

"Dammit, Chico. What happened?’

Chico Cruz looked groggily around. Suddenly, his eyes cleared and hetried to lungeto hisfeet. “Hewas
here. We thought it was you coming back. He just walked right into camp. Kétie yelled awarning at me.
That'sthelast | remember.” He looked around the camp. “My God ... Katie!™

Trent tied abandage around the cut on hisleg. “He has her. She'sgone.”
"Then you must hurry. Catch him before he—"
"Not thistime."

Chico looked a him asif he was crazy.



"He wantsto draw me up the mountain. It is between him and me. Katherineisthe bait. Hewill not kill
the bait. At least, not now."

Chico started down atrail of self-loathing. “Once again, | havefaled you..."

Trent interrupted him. “ Stop it, Chico. We have no time. Do you have men close? Riders you can get to
inahurry?'

"Yes. Yes, | think s0.” Chico's voice was hopeful.

"Go get them. Sed off thismountain. If the worst happens, Gunny must not escape. No matter what it
costs, Chico. Even if Katherine and | both go down, you have to make sure Gunny doesn't leave this
mountain. Isthis understood?’

"l will not fail, thistime."

Trent looked up the mountain. Now, Gunny. Now, you will pay. He faded into the trees at the edge of
the clearing, leaving not so much as aruffled leaf to mark his passing.

* * * %

Gunny watched her come awake dowly. He could see memory come rushing back, and watched asthe
pain in her head was replaced by fear ... agut-wrenching fear that bolted her upright on the bed—only to
be snapped back by the ropes holding her down. She swiveled her head and found Gunny gazing at her
from beside awindow.

"You."

"Might aswdll lay back and be comfortable, missy. It'sgoing to be along day.” Gunny went back to
gazing out thewindow. “I'm going to kill him."

"Youwill never doit,” Katietold him quietly. “Not on your best day.”

Gunny |eft the window and came dowly toward her. He saw Katie glance down at hersdf asshe
suddenly redlized she was completely naked. He could seetearsin her eyes as she fought the restraints
holding her to the bed.

"Please don't do this, Gunny."

Gunny stood by the bed and camly cupped one of her breasts. He could fed the heat rising within him.
Shewas s0 beautiful. Her breasts were large and full and she was so worthy ... not now ... not yet!

Katie stifled ascream as he pinched her nipple between hisfingers. He withdrew his hand, only to come
back with a glittering blade. Resting the cutting-edge between her breasts, he lightly pulled the knife down
toward her navel, the weight of the knife the only pressure on her skin. For amoment, nothing happened.
Then, athinline of blood started coming up in little beads.

"Oh, hélll come, missy. Hewill come, and maybe hewill kill me. Maybe wewill both die. But, he won't
be herefor along while. And, missy ... by then you won't care what he does. Not one bit."

* k x %

Trent stood in the gloom of the forest with swest running in riversfrom hisbody. A thin wire stretched
across hisleggings. Another inch, it would pull free, and the metd fragments from the satchel charge
would tear him to pieces. He had worked hisway up the mountain by the roughest route possible. Now,
with the cabin in sight, he faced only one way to get to the top of the mountain. It was booby-trapped



every step of theway.

Sowly, Trent backed hisleg away from the wire. His heart was hammering in his chest. He hadn't
consdered booby-traps, and he had dmost paid for the omission with hislife ... and Katie's. Think,
damn it, think!

He had just disarmed the explosive charge when the answer came in the form of Chico Cruz. Trent
looked on, astounded as Cruz and two other men hazed asmall herd of cattle ahead of them—and
coming up thetrail. Suddenly an explosion rocked the mountainside and one of the steers came apart ina
shower of blood and hide. The rest bolted, panic stricken, into the brush. Two more men came up the
trail, pushing more cattle ahead of them. Bovine minesweeping was crud but effective, and something
used in past war and conflicts. Two more explosions and the men came up even with Trent.

Cruz grinned & Trent. “It'sdl | could think of."
"Chico, how many more cattle down below?"
"Many more, my friend, and my riders have found away up the other side of the mountain.”

"We have to hurry. Gunny will figure out what we are doing. If he thinks he hasto run, he will kill her.”
Trent did down the boulder he had been perched on. “I need an ol d-fashioned stampede, Chico.
Everything you've got dl in one push, right up to the cabin.”

* * % %
Gunny stood by the window, listening intently. He had heard three explosions, then silence.

"That boy's smart.” He turned and walked toward Katie. “Heistrying to find al my satchel charges so he
can explode them. Smart, but it will take him too long.” He stood by her side, rubbing the side of the
blade againgt her abdomen. “Right now, it'stimefor usto...” Hisvoicetralled off.

The sounds of bawling cattle, shotsfired and men ydling, Sgnaded the sart of the sampede. Chico'smen
drove the panicked cattle straight up the mountain trail, causing one explosion after another. Gunny
leaped to the window in time to see what was | eft of the herd of cattle already pouring into the clearing
around his cabin. Turning, he looked out the back window of the house to see riders coming in through
the trees. Cursing, Gunny grabbed hisrifle and threw open the front door. As he brought hisrifle up to
fire, acharging horse knocked him sprawling. He came up firing, emptying saddles dl around him. His
AK-47 clacked open and he threw it from him. Pulling hisknife, he waited for the one he knew would
come.

* k k %
"It'stime, Gunny.” Trent was Softly treading toward Gunny. “Itistimefor us."
"Come get it, boy.” Gunny'sfacetwisted inasnarl. “I'll giveyou abdly full.”

They cametogether in aclash of meta as razor-sharp knives made deadly designsintheair. A slent
crowd on their horses encircled the fighting men, each mesmerized by the fight before them.

Gunny lunged a Trent, hisknife dashing across Trent'sarm.
Gunny stepped back. “Got you, boy."

Hislaugh died in histhroat as he back-peddied away from Trent's attack. When they pulled apart again,
Gunny was bleeding from severa places on his chest and arms.



Trent waited quietly for Gunny's next move. When it came, it was so fast Trent barely avoided it. With
his blade pushing Gunny's knife aside, Trent buried hisfist in Gunny's belly. Then, when Gunny folded up,
he met his lowering head with arising knee. Gunny snapped backward and hit the ground, shouldersfirs,
then rolled frantically away; fearing Trent would be on him.

Trent stood quietly waiting. No emotion stirred hisface ashe stared a Gunny.

The soldier stood dightly bent over, hisleft hand againgt hisside. “ That was good, real good. But not
good enough. Now it'stime for you to go, boy."

He cameat Trent with al his strength and speed until, panting for breeth, they stood eye-to-eyein the
middle of the clearing, their knives|ocked together asthey strained against each other. Asthey stood,
Gunny suddenly came up with aknifein his other hand. Trent wrenched away asthe blade did dong his
sde againg hisribs, then completed the turn, knocking Gunny sprawling in the dirt. Gunny came up
spitting dirt and rushed him. Trent brushed aside Gunny'sthrust and felt hisblade bury itself in Gunny's
somach.

Gunny looked down &t the knifein hisbelly, then up at Trent. His breath was coming in gaspsas he
looked into Trent'seyes. “Guess|'ll go ... instead.”

Trent pulled the knife up and over in afigure seven, then pushed Gunny's body away. He stood |ooking
at Gunny for along time, no sound coming from the men gathered in the circle. Finaly, the horses parted
and Trent saw a blanket-wrapped K atie coming toward him. Cruz had cut her |oose and she was running
to him, laughing and crying at the sametime. Ashisarmswerefull of Katie, Trent looked over her
shoulder a agrinning Cruz.

"A long day, my friend.” Trent's voice sounded tired.
Cruz sobered and looked serioudy at him. “1t will get longer.”
Trent, darmed, pushed Katie away from him. “What isit, Chico?'

Chico gazed down thetrail. “We have dl thishamburger..."



Chapter 22

The crigp, coal air of an early fall day gently rustled the golden leavesin the towering oaks. The day was
resplendent in color asthe different kinds of treestried to outdo each other, trying to be the brightest and
bigges.

Colone Frank Bonham walked past the mass graveyard that chronicled the Fall of the United Statesfar
better than the printed word would ever do. He climbed a grassy knoll, waking toward the lone grave at
the top. Brushing away leaves stranded againgt the stone, he placed asmall bunch of wild flowers on the
grave of hisdaughter.

Standing again, curious, he reached down and picked up an object lying on top of the stone. Looking
around the clearing, wondering who had left it, hefindly let hisgazefall on the object. It wasasmadl
branding iron with a cross on the end.

He nodded his head once, then reverently he placed it back on the stone. As he walked back down the
hill, his steps dowly regained ayouthful spring, hiseyes clear and vindicated. Hissmile—asmall
thing—garowing dowly.



Author's Note

Big Springs, the principa landmark in this story, islocated south of Van Buren, MO on US 60, then 4
mileseast on SR 103. It isone of the nation's largest springs. Flowing from acollapsed cave, it emitsan
average of 286 million gallons of water aday.
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