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 One 
 
      
 
    Is revenge any part of justice? It’s a question lawyers and philosophers agonize about in the abstract, usually over a fine malt, or a cognac, and a Havana cigar. But ask a mother whose daughter has been taken from her, raped and murdered, and she’ll tell you justice is revenge. They are the same thing. 
 
    Marni had stayed six months. Omega had left us alone. They had their hands full dealing with the press and the media, and above all, with a very aggressive select committee appointed to look into the UN fracas, and former President Hennessy’s death[1]. It was still big news, and I figured it would be for years to come. I never watch TV or read the papers anymore, but even so, it was hard to get away from the debates, the investigations, and the conspiracy theories that had sprung from it. And all of that had Omega keeping a very low profile indeed. 
 
    So they had been six idyllic months at my house in Wyoming, in the remotest place in the western world. We’d hardly seen anyone from one week to the next, and that suited us fine. We walked in the hills, fished and hunted for our food, and spent the evenings in front of the open fire, reading, listening to music, talking, laughing; healing. 
 
    But we both knew our time was limited. Omega had not gone away, and it would not be long before they came looking for us. So, as November drew to a close, I locked up the house, she packed her things, and we headed for San Francisco. There she called Professor Gibbons at Green College in Oxford and gave him a coded message that she was going back. At International Departures, she gave me one last kiss and told me she’d be in touch. The fight against Omega would continue. And as long as it did, we could not be together. It made us too vulnerable. 
 
    And next thing she was gone, swallowed by the crowd beyond the security gate, and I was alone. Again. 
 
    After that, I had driven east on the I-80, into worsening weather conditions. A weather alert had been issued. An unseasonable freezing front had been reported coming down from the Arctic across Canada and into the northwestern states. There were severe blizzards reported in North Dakota, Montana, and Idaho. It had been cold in San Francisco, but the skies had been blue and I had not expected problems driving back to Wyoming. 
 
    East of Reno, I had made a pit stop at a service station. It was three in the afternoon and I noticed that the sky in the north was turning black, and a cold wind had whipped up. I debated staying at the motel across the road, but I was seven hundred miles from home, and I’d figured I’d try and make it that night. In the Zombie 222, my modified Mustang Fastback, weather and cops permitting, I could make it in six hours and maybe beat the worst of the snow. 
 
    That was what I’d figured. So I stepped into the warm, noisy diner, found a table with a view of my car, ordered a steak sandwich and a large black coffee, and stared at the TV behind the bar. It was a current affairs talk show and Larry O’Connor was talking to Senator Cyndi McFarlane, who looked as though she was getting mad. She was leaning across the table, stabbing at the air with her finger.  
 
    “You know what makes me mad, Larry? I’ll tell you. It makes me mad that Professor Gibbons has been publicly humiliated by the press and the media across this country, not because he lied, not because former President Hennessy proved him wrong, not because he was exposed—none of those things happened. He has been ridiculed because a bunch of hecklers made him look comical on stage. But everybody—and that includes you, Larry—everybody is carefully ignoring what he said. And everybody is ignoring the fact that today, in America, we have a select committee asking the question ‘How the hell did an American-made nuclear device get into the hands of Islamic terrorists?’” 
 
    Larry played it for the camera, which obligingly closed in on his face. He smirked and said, “I don’t think everybody is ignoring it, Senator. It’s just that he looked funny up there, getting excited like that. And let’s face it, he does look like Bilbo Baggins!” 
 
    He got a laugh, but not from Cyndi McFarlane. She turned and surveyed the audience, waited for the laughter to die down a bit, and said, “Did any one of you lose somebody on 9/11?” The laughter died and Larry looked embarrassed. She went on regardless. “Anyone here out of work, or can’t afford medical care? Because let me tell you something, somebody put a nuclear device in the United Nations building. And they put it there, partly, to silence Professor Gibbons, the man you like to ridicule so much. And he was there to tell you that successive administrations, Democrat and Republican, have spent seven trillion dollars waging a war that only cost a few billion. Those seven trillion dollars are interest. Interest on money borrowed from financial institutions that belong to the friends, colleagues, and associates of the presidents in office during that war. That is not funny. You think that’s funny? I don’t. And I think it is very sad that you do.” 
 
    Larry made a comical, chastened face for the camera, but only got a small, embarrassed laugh from the audience. They were with the Senator. He cleared his throat. 
 
    “So, moving on…” 
 
    “Who said we were moving on, Larry? I’m not ready to move on.” Now she got the laugh, plus some applause. I smiled. I decided I liked her. “I am here to tell you,” she said, “and America, something important. And neither you nor your network are going to silence me. There is a web of corruption in this nation of ours. It’s a cancer that spreads clean across America, across the border into Mexico and across the sea into China and Russia in the East, and Europe and the U.K. in the west. And this corruption is controlled by a small group of men and women who will stop at nothing, and I mean nothing, to further their own corrupt ends. They have attempted to institute an unfettered government within the government and bend our democratic processes to allow them to rule supreme. But neither the legislature, nor the people, of this country, will allow that to happen!” 
 
    She got a lot of applause, whistles, and shouts of support, and Larry O’Connor was forced to join in. He was smiling, but you could see he was mad. I wondered if Ben and his cohorts at Omega were watching. I was pretty sure they were. Ben had told me once I could not hurt Omega. So far I had killed two of their senior members and right now I figured they were squirming in their padded leather chairs. But I wasn’t kidding myself. They would manipulate the situation, and they would end up using it to their own ends. That was what they did best. 
 
    I paid my bill and stepped back into the parking lot. It had grown dark and I was surprised at how far the clouds had spread from the north. The wind had turned from cold to bitter and I shivered as I crossed to my car. 
 
    The Zombie 222 is the creation of a couple of crazy geniuses in Texas. The body is an original Mustang ’68 Fastback. But under the hood she has twin lithium-fueled electric engines delivering eight hundred bhp, one thousand eight-hundred foot-pounds of torque direct to the back wheels. She’ll go from 0 to 60 in one and a half seconds, with a top speed of 200 MPH. And she is totally silent. 
 
    I slipped out of the lot and headed west into the gathering dark. As I chased the amber funnels of my headlamps along the endless, straight thread of the blacktop, my mind reached back. The last thing that Marni and I had discussed was where we went from here. My own plan had been to hunt down the twenty-seven members of Omega, one by one, and assassinate them. It was simple and effective, and followed the most fundamental of rules in warfare: Cut off the head and the body will die. But she had dissuaded me and begged me to let her talk to Professor Gibbons, to use his contacts and bring in more allies. I wondered vaguely if Senator Cyndi McFarlane was one of those contacts. Either way, whether she was or not, for now there was nothing for me to do but wait. 
 
    Within half an hour, the sky had turned black and it had started to snow. Fifteen minutes after that, I passed the town of Lovelock. There was no traffic on the roads, the snow was beginning to stick and drift, and for the second time I thought maybe I should stop for the night. But fate had other plans for me. 
 
    Another fifteen minutes and I found myself in a blizzard, slamming on the brakes because I had realized at the last minute that I was plowing into a intersection that shouldn’t have been there, and there was a truck bearing down on me fast from my left. I stopped with my hood three feet over the line and the truck passed within six inches of my headlamps. The blast of air rocked my car and a shower of snow, sucked up by the slipstream, smothered my windshield. The wipers cleared it, but suddenly I had no idea where I was, or how I had got there. Hindsight got busy telling me I should have stopped at a motel in Lovelock, and I was now inclined to agree with it. But hindsight wasn’t telling me how I could get back to Lovelock. I knew straight ahead would take me deeper into the storm. The intersection gave me no left turn, so I turned right and hoped for the best. 
 
    The road got dark and the snow grew heavier. I began to worry. I would soon need to recharge the lithium batteries, and if I got stranded out here in this snow I would not last long. I told myself that sooner or later I must find a service station, a motel, or even just a house. But hard as I looked, I could see no sign of life. I could see nothing at all except the blackness and the glow of the deepening snow in my headlamps.  
 
    From cruising at 120 MPH I was now down to crawling at little more than 20, and if the snow got much deeper I wouldn’t even be crawling. I’d be stuck and buried.  
 
    Eventually, after maybe half an hour or a little more, I began to see flickering lights on my right. I figured the road would eventually turn that way, but as I crawled on, the lights seemed to stay parallel. That told me there must be a turn off, an intersection, which might be hidden by the snow. But I could not afford to miss it. I needed to get to those lights. It would be ironic, I thought without much of a smile, if having survived ten years in the SAS, the worst that the Sinaloa cartel, FARC, ISIS and the Mujahidin could throw at me in hostile territory all over the world, I were finally to be killed at home, in Nevada, by a snow drift. 
 
    Ahead, the glow of my lamps picked out an irregularity on the roadside; a couple of signs, maybe a rest area, a row of mail-boxes, a fallen tree trunk… I slowed, stopped, and climbed out of the car. A million tiny knives of ice tore through my skin. I tramped unsteadily, ankle deep in snow, and saw it was a turn off that led through a blanket of darkness to the small cluster of lights flickering in the distance. There was a wooden sign by the road and I could just make out the name ‘Independence’ written on it.  
 
    I turned back to the car and saw again what I had taken to be a fallen tree trunk. It wasn’t a tree. I walked over and hunkered down, wiping the snow from the body. It was a girl, maybe fifteen years old. Her skin was white and her lips were blue. I felt for a pulse. It was hard to tell because my own hands were freezing, but I thought I felt a flutter. I opened the passenger door, picked her up, and placed her with difficulty in the seat. I had a couple of rugs and blankets in the trunk from where Marni and I had gone on picnics. I grabbed them and wrapped her as warmly as I could. Then I closed the door, got behind the wheel, and turned down the track toward Independence. 
 
   


 
  

 Two 
 
      
 
    It was about two and a half miles of unpaved track. The snow was settling deep and several times I almost got stuck. Eventually, after five or ten minutes, we slowly slithered and ground our way in to a kind of town square, which was actually little more than a broadening of the road. On the right, there was a row of houses, with warm light creeping around heavy drapes to touch the heaped snow on the front lawns. On the left, there was a wooden fence with a gate. Through the gate I could make out a small orchard, a path, and a large wooden building with a sign over the door that read ‘Pioneer Guesthouse’. But opposite, as an extension to the terrace of houses, there was a saloon bar that looked something like a large cottage. There were several trucks parked outside. 
 
    I left the Zombie by the gate to the guesthouse, opened the passenger door, and lifted the girl out, still swathed in rugs and blankets. She looked dead, but when I put my ear to her nose and mouth I could feel the soft, frail brush of her breath. I carried her across the small square, through the heavy fall of flakes, to the door of the saloon. I opened it with my foot and as I maneuvered myself through I shouted above the hum of voices, “I have a wounded girl here! I need a doctor! Fast! I think she’s dying!” 
 
    Absolute silence fell on the room. Maybe a dozen faces stared at me. A man and a woman behind the bar, three men in their thirties standing at that bar, two tables occupied by middle-aged couples: twelve faces, staring, silent. I roared, “A doctor! Now!” An elderly man stood. I ignored him and turned to the nearest occupied table. “You! Put two tables together!” They jumped and started moving tables. To the couple behind the bar, I bellowed, “Pillows! Cushions! Warm water!” 
 
    It was like a chicken coop when Mr. Fox drops in for a visit. There were people all over the place trying to look busy. The two couples I’d shouted at had jumped up and pushed two tables together to form a make-shift bed. One of the men had pulled off his tweed jacket and folded it to make a pillow for her head. I laid her gently down and started rubbing her hands. I noticed the elderly guy who’d stood up was taking off her shoes and rubbing her feet. He shouted suddenly, “Abi! That water! Hurry! Not too hot! Warm! Tepid even!” 
 
    “You the doc?” 
 
    “I am.” He glanced around. “Where is Sammy? Sammy!” A young man in his mid-twenties stepped up, looking apologetic. 
 
    “Yes, Doctor Graham.” 
 
    “Take over from this man! Keep rubbing her extremities. Get some warmth into her... You.” This last was directed at me. “Get a hot drink inside you!” 
 
    But I was looking at Sammy. He had his mouth open and he was staring at the girl’s face. I looked at the other people who had by now formed a circle around us. They all had the same expression as he had. I said to him, “Get a grip, Sammy. Start rubbing.” 
 
    I pushed through the small crowd and went to lean on the bar. I felt suddenly very tired and very cold. I saw Abi bustle out of the kitchen with a pan of warm water and make for the table. There were three men leaning against the bar next to me, watching the proceedings, and as I put my elbows on the counter, they gave me the once over. They weren’t hostile, but I got the feeling they reserved the right to turn that way. The guy behind the bar came over.  
 
    “What can I get you, mister?” 
 
    “Hot coffee, and a double whiskey. You can leave the bottle.” 
 
    He poured me a generous measure and left the bottle, then went to the kitchen to make coffee. Outside, the wind rattled the windows, whistled, and rose briefly to shriek before settling again to groaning and moaning. I drained the glass and refilled it. The guy standing next to me said, “Passing through?” 
 
    I glanced at him. He was six foot, had balding, sandy hair and pale blue eyes. He was bull-necked, had strong arms and a barrel chest. I shook my head. “Nope. I got lost in the storm. I turned right somewhere after Lovelock.” 
 
    “Where you headed?” 
 
    For a moment I thought of asking him why he wanted to know. Instead, I said, “Wyoming.” 
 
    He gave his head a small twitch to the side. “You’re four hundred mile from Wyoming. Reckon you turned south a Mill City.” He smiled. It wasn’t friendly. “Nobody ever comes to Independence on purpose.” 
 
    Behind me, I heard the doctor say they needed to get the girl to a warm bed, and to bring some hot water bottles for her. Then there was a bustle of movement and I saw them carry her into the kitchen. I figured there must be stairs there to the upper floors. I watched them go and turned back to the big guy who’d been talking to me. “Where’s your sheriff?” 
 
    His eyes seemed to half-close for a moment. “Over in Lovelock. He don’t never come out this way. We got a whole mountain range between us and Lovelock. What you want the sheriff for?” 
 
    I wondered again whether to answer him or not. I took another drink and said, “I found her by the side of the road. I was wondering how she got there. I thought maybe the sheriff would wonder that too.” 
 
    He didn’t answer. He just stared at me with no expression. The young guy came out with my coffee and poured me a cup. I said, “You got any food?” 
 
    He looked momentarily astonished. Maybe that was the big thing in this town, being astonished by everything. After a moment of astonishment, he said, “Yuh! Sure! We have beef and red beans?” 
 
    I nodded. “Good, and some bread. And give me a beer.” 
 
    I took my beer and my whiskey to a table and sat. My friend at the bar got the hint and turned his back on me, started talking to his pals. Eventually, the woman called Abi came out of the kitchen with a large bowl of beans and stewing steak, and a basket of bread and butter. She placed them in front of me and sat. I was surprised and told her so with my face. 
 
    “Excuse me.” She looked distressed. I studied her for a moment. She was very attractive in an un-affected kind of way. She was maybe thirty-six or -seven, wholesome, blonde, blue-eyed; very much a woman. “I just wanted to thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Peggy. She would surely have died.” 
 
    “Is that her name? Peggy?” 
 
    “Peggy-Sue Martin. Where on Earth did you find her? What happened?” 
 
    I was aware that the men at the bar had gone silent and turned to face us. I ignored them.  
 
    “I took a wrong turn ’round about Mill City. I was looking for a motel, or somewhere to stay the night. I stopped when I saw the signpost for Independence. Luckily I got out of my car to read the sign. At first I thought it was a tree-stump. Then I saw it was a girl.” 
 
    She was staring at me like I was talking Klingon, and she didn’t speak Klingon. “At the junction? With Bloody Creek?” 
 
    I shrugged. “The main road where you have your mail boxes.” 
 
    “What in the name of the Good Lord was she doing there?” 
 
    I shrugged again, this time with my eyebrows, and shoveled a spoonful of meat and beans into my mouth. It was good. I spoke through a full mouth. “I was wondering the same thing.” 
 
    She turned and stared at the men at the bar. It was hard to read anybody’s expression. I said, “Is there somewhere I can stay till the storm passes?” 
 
    She turned back to me. “Of course. I have the guesthouse across the way. I’ll fix you a room there.” 
 
    I continued eating. She was about to stand but I asked her, “What about her parents?” 
 
    She didn’t answer straight away, which made me look up from my food. Then, she said, “They live up the road.” 
 
    “Is somebody going to tell them?” She didn’t answer and I leaned back in my chair. “They didn’t alert anybody that she was missing?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    I drained my beer. “Tell me where they live. I’ll go and get them.” 
 
    My talkative friend at the bar spoke up. “You’re a regular good Samaritan, friend. Take it easy. I’m going that way. I’ll deliver the news and I’m sure they’ll be down to thank you.” As he walked past, he put his hand on Abi’s shoulder. “Good night, Abi. Be seeing you.” 
 
    I heard the door open behind me. There was a blast of cold air and the shriek and moan of the freezing wind in the trees. Then the door closed again, shutting out the night behind its fragile wood and glass. 
 
    “That’s Earl,” she said, as though she owed me an explanation, and an apology. “He works at the farm.” 
 
    I should have let it go, but I could see Peggy’s frozen white face, her blue lips and her fragile, childlike body huddled in the snow, and something made me say, “Farm?” 
 
    “Aloysius Groves’ farm. Al. Most people ’round here work for the farm. They’ll probably be down in the morning.” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    She said, “Peggy’s parents. They’ll want to thank you.” 
 
    “In the morning?” 
 
    “They won’t want to come out in this…” 
 
    It was my turn to look astonished. I said brutally, “Let’s hope she’s still alive in the morning for them to see her.” 
 
    She stood and went back to the kitchen. I finished my food and had another glass of whiskey. After that, I asked Abi to show me to my room. She pulled on a heavy coat and hat and I followed her out into the night. It was very dark and our breath billowed like cigar smoke in the freezing air. The flakes were dense and a fitful, gusting wind tossed them this way and that in swirls and flurries. Abi hunched into her shoulders and crunched across the snow, which was now five or six inches deep on the small square. She pushed through the wooden gate to the Pioneer and opened the door to the guesthouse.  
 
    It was warm and quiet inside. The walls were paneled in wood. The floors also were wood, and covered in thick, woven rugs. To the right there was a pine reception desk, and to the left a staircase, carpeted in deep green and illuminated by Victorian, glass-shaded lamps. Ahead, double doors stood closed. She opened them, revealing a comfortable living room with an open fire burning large logs. A girl, perhaps eighteen or nineteen, sat before it in a large armchair. Beyond her, a boy of perhaps thirteen lay stretched out on a sofa. They were both reading, but looked up when Abi opened the door.  
 
    “Primrose, we have a guest for the night. Will you show him to his room, please? Two B is made up.” 
 
    Primrose stood and approached. She was more than pretty, but too demure and sweet to be stunning in the Hollywood supermodel sense. She wore jeans and a sweatshirt, but you felt she should be wearing a crinoline. She was the kind of girl a young man might fall seriously in love with, and spend all his time staring at the stars dreaming of rescuing her from evil-doers. She was a maiden, a damsel. She smiled at me and said a simple but pretty, “Hello.” 
 
    I found a smile somewhere in my weary face and nodded. While Primrose got the key, Abi turned to me, wrapped in her coat and hat. “I must get back to the saloon. If you need anything, just call down to Primrose, she’ll make sure you’re taken care of…” She hesitated. “And…I don’t even know your name…” 
 
    “Lacklan, Lacklan Walker.” 
 
    “Mr. Walker, thank you so much for saving Peggy…” 
 
    Primrose turned to stare. I shook my head. “Anyone would have done the same.” 
 
    She seemed about to say more, but turned and went back into the snowstorm, closing the door behind her. 
 
    Primrose led the way up the stairs through the dim light of the lamps. As we climbed, I realized they were oil. It was fortunate. Electricity would never have survived that storm. She opened a door at the far end of a broad corridor and showed me into a large, comfortable room, furnished in the style of the early twentieth century, with an en suite bathroom at the far end, by the window. 
 
    “I’ll light the fire for you.” She hunkered down and struck a match. As she put it to the kindling, she said, “The lamps are oil. We have no electricity or gas here. We’re pretty much off grid.” 
 
    “No phone?” 
 
    The flames caught and started to roar in the chimney. She shook her head and the flames danced amber on her face. She stood and turned to me. Her expression was oddly direct. “There’s no line, and no coverage for a cell. No TV. No internet. We get some electricity from a generator.” 
 
    “You’re pretty isolated.” 
 
    She nodded. “Especially in winter, when it snows.” 
 
    “I guess you get what you need from Lovelock.” 
 
    She smiled. It was an odd smile, part mischief, part irony. “The farm supplies us with basic necessities. Anything else we might need, we do without. What happened to Peggy?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’d like to know. I found her by the roadside, freezing to death.” 
 
    She frowned and looked down at the floor. It was an expression of distress, but not surprise; not shock. “Was she…” She looked up into my face. “Did they…?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    She hesitated. “I mean, whoever…” 
 
    “Do you know what happened to Peggy, Primrose?” 
 
    “No! Of course not!” She turned. “I’d better go. Is there anything you need?” 
 
    I smiled and showed her the bottle of whiskey. “Just this and sleep.” 
 
    She smiled, but it wasn’t a happy smile. “Goodnight, Mr. Walker.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Primrose.” 
 
    She closed the door and I fell into an armchair in front of the warm, dancing fire. I poured myself a generous measure of whiskey and savored it without swallowing, watching the manic dance of the flames as they licked and consumed the dry logs. I told myself that in the morning I would fit the chains to my car, charge the batteries and, whatever the weather, I would head for home. There was a problem here in this town, that much was obvious, but it was not my problem, and I must not get involved. 
 
    But as I let the fierce amber liquid slip down my throat and warm my belly, I thought of Peggy, barely a child, left to die by the roadside, of cold and neglect. And it was not just the whiskey that warmed my belly, but anger. 
 
   


 
  

 Three 
 
      
 
    I went for a run next morning at six. Abi and her two children were already up and about. Abi was at the reception desk and watched me come down the stairs. 
 
    “You’re up late, Mr. Walker. Did you decide to have a lie in?” 
 
    She didn’t exactly smile, but there was a glint of humor in her eyes that could have been mischievous. I considered her for a moment and then smiled. “I’ve been up for a couple of hours, Abi, but I thought I’d finish translating Genesis from the original proto-Aramaic before breakfast.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Really? That is very worthy.” 
 
    “Now I’m going for a run.” 
 
    “Goodness. You’ll find there is hot water in the shower when you get back, despite the weather.” 
 
    “That will be a novel experience. Perhaps I’ll give it a try. By the way, my name is Lacklan.” 
 
    As I opened the door, she said, “You really are going for a run…” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll have plenty of time to sleep when I’m dead.” 
 
    It was heavy going down the track. The snow had eased up, but it was a foot deep on the road and six to seven feet in the drifts. It was pitch dark, but above you could just make out a low, leaden ceiling of dense cloud. It was colder than I had expected, I guessed about 5 degrees F. I punched and dodged as I ran, did quick sprints to break up the pace and increase my heart rate and calorie burn. 
 
    After about half a mile, I became aware of some lights moving up ahead, and the sound of heavy diesel machinery. As I got closer, I saw there was a snow plow that had cleared a path to a structure about a hundred yards off the road, in the field. A large ten-wheeler truck, with a covered back, was pulling away from it, headed for the intersection. Once it got there, it turned right and moved south. 
 
    From what I could make out in the light of the plow and a couple of trucks parked thereby, the structure was some sort of pen, with a barn in the centre. It was big. The pen itself was at least a hundred and fifty yards by the same again square. And the barn was easily seventy feet long and fifty across. I saw Earl standing in the back of one of the trucks. He had a couple of friends with him. They all watched me run past. I ignored them and carried on as far as the road. By that time I had warmed up. I practiced a few kicks and some Tae Kwon Do patterns, and then ran back at a loose, relaxing pace. 
 
    In spite of my boast to Abi, I had a hot shower, dressed, and went down for breakfast at seven. She brought me bacon and fried bananas with a pot of coffee. 
 
    “There are pancakes and maple syrup if you’re still hungry after. Exercising in the snow will give you an appetite.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “It did.” 
 
    “Can I sit down?” 
 
    My mouth was full, so I gestured at the chair opposite me. She sat. She didn’t say anything, just watched me. I swallowed, drank coffee, and asked her, “Any news on Peggy?” 
 
    She shook her head. “We moved her to the doc’s house last night, where he can take care of her a bit better. Her temperature’s up a bit, but she needs to get to a hospital.” 
 
    “You want me to take her? I’ll need a truck.” 
 
    “No. There’s heavy snow forecast. If you got stuck, she’d die.” 
 
    She stared at the tabletop, like she was thinking about saying something but didn’t know how to. Finally, I said, “What’s on your mind, Abi?” 
 
    She looked surprised at the question, then said, for no apparent reason, “We’re pretty isolated here, even when it doesn’t snow. I’ve never known it to snow like this before. All we’ve got really is the farm.” 
 
    “I saw them clearing the snow when I was out.” 
 
    “At the depot?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Big barn off the track, with a fence around it.” 
 
    “We call that the depot. It’s where he stores his produce.” 
 
    “Aloysius Groves?” 
 
    “He provides what work there is around here…” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Is he the feudal lord?” 
 
    She laughed, but it sounded strained. “Something like that.” 
 
    “What are you trying to tell me, Abi?” 
 
    She made a face like she was going to dismiss my question, then stopped herself and sighed. 
 
    I said, “OK, let me ask you something instead. Al Groves has a snow plow. He also has several trucks. Why isn’t he either taking Peggy to a hospital or going for help?” 
 
    She took a while to answer. “I guess he has other priorities.” She sighed again, heavily. “Mr… Lacklan, the weather is going to get worse before it gets better. It looks as though you may be stuck here for a couple of days. You may see or hear things that seem strange to you. It’s just the way things are around here. Best if you don’t get involved.” 
 
    I drained my cup and sat back. “Does that include dumping children by the roadside, in the snow, to freeze to death?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    “Where is the doc’s house, Abi?” 
 
    “Two down from the saloon. It has a blue door, and an arch over the gate.” 
 
    “Thanks for breakfast, and for the advice.”  
 
    I stood. She spoke in a rush, like she wanted to say it before it was too late, before I left, “It’s not as simple as it might seem from the outside.” 
 
    “I know, Abi. I’ve seen it before, many times, in Iraq, in Afghanistan, in the jungles in Colombia. You’ve told me all you need to tell me. I’m going to go and check on Peggy now.” 
 
    There was a limpid gray light when I stepped outside. The clouds were low, thick and dark, and for the first time, I got a look at where I was. The village of Independence was tiny, and settled in the mouth of a steep canyon that rose to the west. To my right, the east, that canyon opened out into a flat plain that seemed to extend for miles. Right now it was blanketed in dense, luminous snow. Ahead and to my left, the terrain rose steeply into mountains, densely forested and shrouded, like the plain, in heavy snow. I raised my collar and crossed the road. 
 
    The doc’s house was like something on a chocolate box, or a tin of Danish cookies. It was a cottage on two floors, with two chimneystacks and a black slate, gabled roof. It had a small front lawn enclosed by a stone wall, and a wooden arbor with a creeping rosebush over it, now dead and covered in frozen clumps of white.  
 
    I checked my watch as I pushed through the gate, and made my way to the shiny blue front door. It was ten minutes before eight, but I figured in this village people were early risers and I took hold of the brass knocker and rapped a couple of times. He opened the door almost immediately. 
 
    “Saw you out running earlier. Was going to call you in for breakfast…” He winked wolfishly, “But I figured you’d rather have coffee and bacon with Abi than me!” 
 
    I smiled. “I hope I am not too early.” 
 
    “Too early? No such thing. Been up since five. Come on in. You’ll have some coffee.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. He led me through a small hallway with a narrow flight of stairs to a comfortable living room with wooden beams, a large open fire, and, arranged around it, leather armchairs and a sofa that looked at least a hundred years old. The walls were lined with books and there was an agreeable smell of pipe tobacco mixed with soot and freshly brewed coffee. A broad bow window overlooked his front lawn and the small square, and afforded a direct view of the guesthouse. 
 
    “In the summer,” he said, as though he were answering a question, “we get the occasional weekend pioneer, with their luxury RVs and motor homes. But aside from that, I rarely get to talk to somebody from outside. Sit down.” He said all this from the open doorway, then leaned back and shouted in a surprisingly big voice, “Mrs. Entwhistle! Coffee for two!” Then he closed the door. “She does for me. But I imagine you didn’t come here for my sparkling conversation and amusing anecdotes. You came to inquire after Peggy.” 
 
    I sat in one of his vast, cracked leather chairs by the fire. “How is she?” 
 
    He frowned, not at me, at the fire. “Know anything about medicine?” 
 
    I gave half a shrug. “First aid. I’ve seen a few cases of hypothermia, gunshot wounds…” 
 
    “You’re a soldier.”  
 
    I nodded. “I was.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow like an albino shrimp. “You still are. Believe me, I can tell. Her core temperature has risen. She should be recovering.” He sighed. “But she should be in hospital. She has bruising…” 
 
    “Mind if I have a look?” 
 
    He gave a brief nod. “In a minute.” 
 
    The door opened and a woman who looked remarkably like the doc, only less bushy, stepped in with a tray of coffee and biscuits. She smiled at me like the doc wasn’t there and set the tray on the table by the window. 
 
    “Would you like me to pour, or do you think you can manage that?” 
 
    I smiled back. “I’m sure we can manage.” 
 
    “Go away, Mrs. Entwhistle. Go back to the kitchen, where you belong.” 
 
    She left. 
 
    “With a population of less than barely eighty people, you can’t afford to sack somebody like Mrs. Entwhistle. Her ironing and cooking are second to none.” 
 
    “I’m sure. She looks formidable. You were saying about Peggy.” 
 
    He went and poured the coffee, handed me a cup with two biscuits, and sat in the other chair. 
 
    “Either she had a bad fall, or she was beaten. She may, of course, have been struck by a vehicle. Sometimes you get trucks coming this way, to the farm, then they go on down Independence Road, over the Humboldt Mountains.” He shrugged and shook his head. “The long way around. I’ve never understood why.” 
 
    I studied him a moment. “I found her at the junction, Doc. It’s about as flat as it can get without your Mrs. Entwhistle taking an iron to it. How do you fall and get that kind of bruising, at her age, somewhere that flat?” He didn’t answer, just stared at the flames in the fire. “There’s something else, Doc. The bruising you get from a vehicle is different from the bruising you get from a fist, or a foot. I’m pretty sure you know that. I’ve seen my fair share of both. I’d like to have a look at Peggy’s bruises.” 
 
    He sighed. “I know. That’s why you’re here. Fact is, I’d like you to look at them too.” 
 
    I carried on as though he hadn’t spoken. “You see, I am having trouble understanding what a thirteen- or fourteen-year-old girl was doing three miles from her home in the middle of a blizzard, with no coat. So I am thinking that her bruises were not received where I found her. I think she got those bruises somewhere else, and was dumped.” 
 
    He raised one of his Gandalf eyebrows at me. “You weren’t a military policeman, were you?” 
 
    I raised a more modest eyebrow back. “Are you telling me you hadn’t come to the same conclusion?” 
 
    He looked suddenly depressed. “No, I’m not telling you that. Come on, let’s go and have a look.” 
 
    He led me up the stairs I had seen earlier, to a landing with three bedrooms and a restroom. He opened one of the bedroom doors and I followed him in. There were two single beds and a broad window overlooking snowy hills, abundant pine trees and what seemed to be a frozen creek. 
 
    Peggy was lying in one of the beds. She had been bathed and her hair washed. I could see now that was blonde; a very pretty child. She had more color in her face and her lips were no longer blue, but she was still unconscious and had a large bruise on her right cheek. I felt a hot twist of anger in my belly and heard my own voice as though it were somebody else’s. 
 
    “A year ago, she was probably still playing with dolls.” 
 
    “You’re not far wrong. She was just fifteen last month.” He pulled back the covers. “She’s in a coma, Mr. Walker. She is not aware of what I am doing.” 
 
    He showed me her arms, and then her neck. There were deep purple marks consistent with having been gripped, possibly strangled. He pulled back her nightgown and on her ribs there was further bruising, consistent with having been punched. He put back her gown and pulled up the bedcovers, then stood staring at her for a moment.  
 
    “There could be internal bleeding, I can’t tell. As I say, she should be in a hospital.” He paused, hesitated a moment, then said, “I keep a rape kit. Nobody in the village knows that I do, but I do.” 
 
    “Was she raped?” 
 
    Now he looked me straight in the eye. “You know that she was.” 
 
    I frowned. “You saying you think I raped her?” 
 
    He smiled, shook his head and sighed. “No, of course not. The logistics alone would be impossible. Where? When? How did you get her there? No, Mr. Walker. I am saying that from the moment you found her by the side of the road, you have been thinking she’d probably been raped. The beating simply confirms it.” 
 
    I nodded. “It was the only explanation that made sense.” I studied his face a moment. “If this village has less than eighty people, plus a handful of men at the farm, and you keep a rape kit…” I shrugged. “That’s telling me you have a fair idea who did this.” 
 
    “Obviously. But I am not going to tell you.” 
 
    I scowled. “Why not?” 
 
    His face became suddenly irritable. “Because it’s more than my life is worth! That’s why! Hell! I’m taking a risk just talking to you.” He sighed again. “But there is something I want you to do.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “When you leave, soon, go back to Lovelock, tell the sheriff what you’ve seen here. Make them investigate.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “There have been other rapes of young girls…” 
 
    “I am not going to tell you another damn thing. You come in here, throwing your weight around, demanding to see this poor child. You’ve seen what you’ve seen, now pack your things and get out of this town. Leave us be… You understand me?” He said it all without a trace of anger or feeling. 
 
    I nodded. “I understand, Doc. But there is worse weather on the way. I’m stuck here for at least another twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “I know. Just keep a low profile, get out of here as soon as you can, and stay out of Joe Vasco’s way.” 
 
   


 
  

 Four 
 
      
 
    When I stepped out of the doc’s cottage, it was just after eight forty-five. I glanced up at the saloon and saw there were two pickup trucks parked outside. They looked like the ones I’d seen earlier down at the depot. I thought of the doc’s advice about keeping a low profile, and decided, with an ugly smile on my face, that the best way to do that was by blending in and having a morning coffee with some of the guys. Maybe they’d introduce me to Joe Vasco. 
 
    I pushed in and the door swung closed behind me. The place was empty but for four men standing at the bar. They all turned to look as I came in. Earl was one of them. Standing beside him was a tall, rangy man of about forty, with dark hair and dark eyes, wearing a white cowboy hat. Beside him were a swarthy, Mexican-looking man in red and black checked fleece, and an athletic blond with amused, cruel eyes. Behind the bar, looking worried, was Abi. 
 
    I smiled. “Good morning.” 
 
    They didn’t answer, so I went and leaned on the counter next to Earl. “I’ll have a coffee, please, Abi.” 
 
    She went to the kitchen without speaking. The tall guy in the hat spoke suddenly, with a voice that sounded like he was shoveling gravel. “You the feller who found Peggy at the crossroads?” 
 
    I turned to look at him before answering. “Yeah. That was me.” 
 
    “Pretty lucky for her you were there. Almost a miracle.” 
 
    I gave it a moment to let him know I understood where he was going. Then I asked, “You believe in miracles?” He drew breath to answer but I cut him short. “I don’t. See, the unusual thing was not me being there. That might happen on a night like last night. A car traveling on the I-80, blinded by the snow, trying to get back to Lovelock. It could wind up at Independence. What is unusual is to find a young girl, without a coat, three miles from her home, lying in a snow drift by the side of the road. That’s unusual. But it’s not a miracle.” 
 
    “You got quite a mouth there.” 
 
    I didn’t smile. “Again, I don’t agree with you. Because, when you said it was almost a miracle, you were insinuating instead of coming out and saying what you really think. Now me? I’m talking straight. You? You’re hinting and implying and suggesting. So to me, that gives you the mouth.” 
 
    He stood and squared his shoulders. 
 
    I leaned my elbow on the bar and pointed at him. “Thing is, even if I did hit her with my car, you still have to ask yourself the question, what the hell was she doing at that crossroads at that time of night, in a blizzard? Shall I go on?” 
 
    Now he was frowning. His friends had turned back to the bar and were studying their cups. He said, “Who are you? You a cop?” 
 
    I smiled. Abi came out of the kitchen with my coffee and gave me a warning glance as she poured. When she was done, I looked back at the big man. “I’m just a man on his way to Wyoming, who happened to turn right instead of keeping on straight. Fortunately for Peggy I did.” I took a sip and set my cup down again. “Forgive me if I came back a bit strong, but I find it best to nip that kind of insinuation in the bud. My name is Lacklan Walker, and I plan to be on my way as soon as the weather permits.” I raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    He was still frowning. 
 
    “I like to think that during my brief visit I did your town a good turn, and not a disservice.” 
 
    He grunted and his three friends smiled at their cups. 
 
    “Name’s Joe Vasco. I manage the farm.” He indicated with his head in the direction of the crossroads. “I didn’t mean no offense. Just…” He shrugged. “We’re a small community here, Lacklan, and we all know each other. Naturally we are suspicious of strangers… It’s hard to think of anyone ’round here doing anything to Peggy.” 
 
    I nodded like I agreed. Then I asked, “Doing anything?” 
 
    His frown deepened. “Hurting her in some way.” 
 
    I made a face that said I knew nothing. “I was under the impression she had been knocked down by a passing vehicle. I was confused at what she was doing out there in the snow, but I did not realize somebody had done something to her. What had they done, Joe?” 
 
    His friends had turned again to look at me and listen. Joe’s face had taken on some color around the cheeks. He’d stopped frowning and he looked mad.  
 
    “I only know what I been told.” 
 
    “Oh.” I nodded. “I thought maybe you talked to the doctor, or her parents. Have they been in yet?” I shook my head and sipped my coffee again. “They must be sick with worry wondering where their little girl is.” 
 
    He stepped up close to me. “Yeah, well, that’s the town’s business, Lacklan. We’re grateful for everything you’ve done an’all, but now maybe it’s time for you to be getting along. I’m sure you’ve got folks in Wyoming who must be wondering about you.” 
 
    I studied his face. I knew exactly the way he would fight. He’d think of himself as a dirty fighter, clever, devious, a cheat; but above all, he was a pack animal. He would depend on his friends to dominate his prey, before he moved in to claim the kill. I offered him a thin smile that told him I knew who, and what he was. 
 
    “That’s awful thoughtful of you, Joe, but I haven’t got anyone waiting for me at home. It’s just me and my curious mind; nobody to worry about me, nobody to wonder where I am, nobody to report me missing.” 
 
    He didn’t answer for a moment. Then he said, “You have a safe trip, Lacklan.” He turned to his boys. “C’mon boys, we got work to do.” 
 
    They ducked out the door and let it slam behind them. I turned to Abi. She was watching me as she polished glasses behind the bar. She didn’t look happy. 
 
    “That wasn’t smart. I told you to stay out of things.” 
 
    I made the face of innocence and showed it to her. “Me? I was just hanging out with the guys, Abi. Where do Peggy’s parents live?” 
 
    “Don’t, please.” 
 
    I smiled. “Shall I go and ask my new best friend, Joe?” 
 
    She sighed and let her hands drop by her side. “You’re going to get yourself hurt, Lacklan. And you might get other people hurt in the process. Just please stay out of it!” 
 
    I leaned on the bar with both elbows. “Maybe you didn’t notice, Abi, but somebody already got hurt. She was just fifteen. A child. You know what happens when something like this goes unpunished?” She bit her lip and looked away. I pressed on. “The person who did it begins to think he’s above the law, he gets bolder and does it again, and then again. Maybe next time it will be you, or your daughter, Primrose. Let’s face it, Abi, the selection here is not all that wide.” 
 
    She picked up a glass and stared at it. Her voice was barely a whisper. “Please…stop…” 
 
    “Where do they live?” 
 
    She didn’t look at me. “The Apple Orchard, a quarter of a mile up the road.” 
 
    By the time I stepped outside again, an icy wind had whipped up and was lifting clouds of frozen flakes from the ground and trailing them, like giant ghosts playing tag across the plain below. I turned away from them, hunched into my shoulders, and made my way up the canyon, toward the dense woodlands, crunching shin-deep through the snow. But as I climbed, the snow grew more shallow, most of it having been caught by the canopy of trees above. 
 
    After about fifteen minutes’ walk, the pine trees on my right began to thin and opened into farmland. There, set back some twelve or fifteen feet from the road, I found The Apple Orchard. It was a quaint farmhouse on two floors, with a paved path leading through a rose garden on the right, and an orchard on the left that, despite the name, seemed to be mainly cherry trees and plums; all now covered in icing, like a Christmas cake.  
 
    A dog began to bark as I pushed through the gate and made my way along the path. I noted that I was the first to disturb the snow. They hadn’t left the house yet. I hammered on the door, and after a minute it was opened a few inches, and a woman peered out at me. She was in her mid-thirties with thick black hair pulled back into a bun. She had no make up on her face, and her clothes could have belonged to any decade from the 1930s to the present time: brogues, a tweed skirt, a plain blouse, and a knitted cardigan. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Good morning, ma’am, I am sorry to disturb you. Abi at the Pioneer Guesthouse said I could find you here. I have news about your daughter, Peggy…” 
 
    I heard the intake of breath. The fingers of her left hand went to her mouth. Tears sprang to her eyes, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “It is extremely cold out here, ma’am. Do you think I might come in and get warm while I give you my news? I won’t stay long.” 
 
    She opened the door and let me in to a broad hallway. On the right there was a door. It stood open and there was a man in it, watching us. He was a little older than her, perhaps forty, though like his wife, he gave the impression of being older. He wore black pants and a black cardigan over a brown shirt. His black hair was slick and shiny as though he’d used brylcreem on it, and a thin, black moustache gave him a mournful look. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    I took off my jacket and, as she didn’t offer to take it from me, I hung it on a peg on the wall. The man stood back and said, “You’d better come in, in front of the fire.” 
 
    The room was not large, and had the same unhappy air as its owners. He returned to his chair, where he had a pipe and an ashtray on a small occasional table beside it. I noticed there was also a Bible with a marker in it. I wondered if it was Matthew 18:6. His wife sat on the sofa, leaving the other armchair for me. I sat and turned to the woman. 
 
    “Are you Mr. and Mrs. Martin, Peggy-Sue’s parents?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I glanced at him. He was staring at the fire, as though he was in some kind of horrific trance. “Mrs. Martin, Mr. Martin, I have some very bad news for you. I found your daughter last night…” 
 
    Before I could finish, she had covered her mouth with her hands, squeezed her eyes tight and let out a terrible, inhuman noise. Her whole body shuddered and she cried out, “Oh God! Oh God, oh God, please help me…” 
 
    I looked at him. He had gone gray and his bottom lip was quivering, though his eyes were still fixed on the fire. 
 
    “Mr. Martin, your daughter is not dead.” 
 
    He turned to stare at me. It was an expression of shock, tortured hope and equal despair. 
 
    His wife cried out, “What?” and I felt her hands clawing at my arm. 
 
    I turned to face her, shaking my head. “She would have died if I hadn’t found her. But she is at the doctor’s house now. She is very ill, badly hurt, but she is alive.” 
 
    He collapsed in tears, curled forward onto his lap, his face buried in his hands. She dropped to her knees, half-hysterical, giving thanks to the Lord. For a moment, I felt like reminding them it was me who’d found and saved her, not their god, but it doesn’t do to mess with people’s faith. I gave them a while. Eventually, he stood and left the room. After a moment, I heard him noisily blowing his nose. She had a handkerchief up her sleeve. She used it and sat again on the sofa. For the first time then, she actually seemed to see me. 
 
    “You found her?” 
 
    I nodded and wondered if she was going to ask me where. 
 
    Instead she said, “Thank you so much. You were truly sent by the Good Lord.” 
 
    I waited, watching her, but all she did was turn toward the fire and gaze at it. After a moment, he came back and sat down again. He looked at his pipe, like he was wondering if it was too soon to light up. 
 
    “Mr. Martin, I can’t help noticing. Neither of you has asked me what happened, where I found her. You both seemed to be expecting this. Your fifteen-year-old daughter was out last night, without a coat, in a blizzard, and you didn’t raise the alarm. What’s going on here?” 
 
    He looked at his wife. Then he looked at me. “We knew,” he said, “May God forgive us, we knew where she was and we knew she probably wouldn’t be coming home.” 
 
   


 
  

 Five 
 
      
 
    There was an unreal stillness in the room, broken only by the crackle of the fire. It is a strange fact that in life the most terrible things are often not awe-inspiring or momentous, but simply banal, and the more horrific for being mundane and unexceptional. I found myself wishing I could find what I had heard unbelievable, but the tragedy was that it was all too believable. 
 
    “You knew where she was?” 
 
    It was his wife who answered. “Who are you?” 
 
    I turned to her and there was bitterness in my voice. “You mean aside from somebody sent by the Good Lord?” 
 
    Her face tightened. 
 
    I went on. “My name is Lacklan Walker. I got lost in the blizzard last night. By pure chance I happened to see your daughter lying by the side of the road. She was barely alive. I got her to the saloon and the doctor was there. She is with him now, but she is still in a coma. I’d like you to tell me how she came to be lying at the side of the road, with no coat, at that time of night in a snowstorm.” 
 
    Her face was still taut, but her gaze drifted away from me. “It is none of your concern. We are very grateful to you, and if you want money we will happily pay you, but it is not your place to ask impertinent questions.” 
 
    I sat forward. “Impertinent questions?” I turned to him, but he wouldn’t meet my eye. “Impertinent questions? Do you realize that somebody tried to murder your daughter last night?” 
 
    There was a hysterical edge to her voice as she repeated, “That is none of your concern, Mr. Walker!” 
 
    “I disagree, Mrs. Martin. Whose concern is it? You think maybe it’s the sheriff’s concern? Or the FBI’s?” I reached over and grabbed the Bible he’d been reading. I slammed it on the floor at her feet. It made a loud bang, like a shotgun. “Doesn’t your Bible say if anyone allows harm to come to a child, it would be better for them to have a millstone hung around their neck and drowned in the depths of the sea? If I find a child, beaten and strangled, and thrown in the snow to die, Mrs. Martin, I figure that’s my concern. And if you two are too damned chicken-shit to protect your own daughter, well, then I figure it’s doubly my concern. Because children need to be protected.” I stood. “Especially from people like you.” I pointed at him, then I pointed at her. “You went through hell last night and this morning, worrying about her. But let me tell you something. What you went through is nothing, nothing, compared to the horror she lived through while she was being beaten and strangled. And you willfully let her go through that. You are as culpable as whoever did it. You disgust me!” 
 
    I left their house and there was a hot rage in my belly as I walked back down the hill. The wind had picked up and was whipping tiny shards of ice into my face. The sky had grown leaden and it was starting to snow heavily again. But I didn’t notice any of it. All I could see in my mind was Joe Vasco and Earl, out by the depot in their trucks.  
 
    When I got back to the saloon, I saw there was an old Jeep Cherokee parked out front. I went on a few paces till I had a clear view of the plain. I saw they were still down there, working. So I walked over to the Cherokee, tried the door and found it was open. The key was still in the ignition. God bless rural America. I climbed in and fired it up, then took off down the road, going too fast, slipping and sliding and raising a huge plume of powdered snow behind me.  
 
    I slowed as I approached the huge banks raised by the snow plow and turned into the field. Up close, I saw that the perimeter wall was a good eight feet tall. There was a large, double gate in the side which now stood open. Earl’s red Toyota was parked in it and he came out to look as I approached. I stopped a few feet from the gate and swung out of the cab. Earl looked surprised when he saw who it was and turned back over his shoulder. I heard him shout, “Joe! We got a visitor!” 
 
    Joe Vasco and his other two pals came out past the Toyota. His eyes were bright with anger. “I thought I told you to get lost, Lacklan Walker.” 
 
    I pointed back toward the town. “There is a child back there who needs a hospital. You’ve got trucks and you’ve got a snow plow. So you are going to help me get that child to a hospital. Now.” 
 
    He almost smiled. He said simply, “God damn!” He turned to Earl. “You hear that Earl? We’re going to give Mr. Lacklan Walker here our snow plow and our trucks so he can get that sweet little girl to a hospital. Ain’t that kind of touching?” 
 
    Earl and his two pals started laughing. 
 
    Joe said, “Get the hell out of here, Walker, before I get mad.”  
 
    He turned to go. 
 
    I snarled, “What’s the matter, Joe? You scared that if she comes out of that coma she might remember what happened? Tell me something, how did you know I’d found her at the crossroads?” 
 
    He stopped dead. Narrowed his eyes at me. The wind was starting to whistle in the cables by the road. The snow was falling heavier. He pointed at me. “You’re the one who found her, Walker. You were the last one to see her alive…” 
 
    “She’s not dead, Joe. And if I’d done this to her, would I have brought her in? Would I be this bent on getting her to a hospital?” I stepped toward him. “But you, why are you so reluctant to help, you son of a bitch? That child is dying! Is that what you want? You want her dead so she won’t talk about what happened to her?” 
 
    He was exactly the kind of fighter I thought he’d be. He jerked his head at Earl and Earl, the big Mexican, and his athletic pal rushed me. Earl got to me first. There are a lot of fancy blocks in the martial arts. They all have their place, but nothing is as effective against a right cross as lunging inside your attacker’s guard, with a rigid left arm at forty-five degrees, and a simultaneous right fist plunged into the solar plexus. Add a couple of megatons of rage and that mother won’t get up. Earl dropped, retching, vomiting, and gasping for breath.  
 
    In the movies, multiple attackers are kind enough to come in one at a time. In the real world, they jump on you all at once, and try to take you to the ground. There, if you let them, they will pummel and kick you to death. As Earl went down, I had the big Mexican rushing me on my right, and the athletic blond reaching out to grab me with both hands on my left. I had no intention of going down. I grabbed his right wrist with my left hand and took a big step back, pulling him with me, right into the big Mexican’s path. They collided and as he fell off balance, I took his wrist in both hands and twisted it savagely against the joint. I felt his shoulder pop and he screamed like a woman in a B horror movie. That left the big Mexican, who was struggling to stay upright in the snow. I took a big step up to him and smashed my right fist into his jaw. I followed up with my left and another right cross. He fell flat on his back. 
 
    I looked for Joe. He’d backed up a few paces and had what looked like a Glock 19 in his hand. I said, “Put that away or I’ll kill you with it.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Get out of here. Get in your Jeep and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere, Joe. I don’t know what’s going on in this town, but I’ll find out and I will make you pay. Count on it.” 
 
    I knew I couldn’t take him there, and I knew he wouldn’t risk shooting me. He had to get his boys back to the farm, and by the time he did that, my body would be buried in snow. The risk of somebody finding me when the thaw came was too great. We had a stand off. I could hear Sergeant Bradley’s New Zealand accent growling at me out of the past, “Never get into a fight you are not sure you can win. Always fight on your own fuckin’ terms, Captain!” 
 
    I turned and walked back to the Jeep. I’d been stupid to go there in the first place, but at least now they had three guys down who wouldn’t be in a hurry to cross me in the future. I climbed in, slammed the door, and headed back toward Independence. The snow was heavy and visibility down to forty or fifty yards. As I ground my way back toward the saloon, I told myself I’d got something else out of the confrontation too. There was no doubt in my mind now, no doubt at all, that Joe Vasco was in some way behind what had happened to Peggy. I’d told him I’d make him pay, and by Odin I would.. 
 
    I left the Jeep where I had found it and pushed into the saloon. There was a big guy in the middle of the floor staring at me. He looked mad. He growled, “You wanna tell me what in the hell you mean by takin’ my truck without askin’?” 
 
    I scowled at him. “Are you one one of Joe Vasco’s boys?” 
 
    “Yeah. What’s it to you? I’m askin’ you what you mean by takin’ my truck?” 
 
    I looked past him and saw Abi, her face pleading, shaking her head. I sighed and looked back at the big gorilla. I said, “I’m sorry. It was an emergency. I wanted to try and get Peggy to a hospital before the snow set in.” 
 
    He grunted and waved a finger like a sausage at me. “You should ask before you borrow a man’s property. Remember that.” 
 
    I pushed past him. “I will. I’ll do that.” 
 
    He went outside. The door slammed on the snow and the wind, and he drove away, toward the farm. I leaned on the counter and looked hard at Abi. 
 
    “You need to tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Just leave it alone, Lacklan, please.” 
 
    “I need to know.” 
 
    “I’m closing up. There’ll be no one in now till tomorrow.” 
 
    She went into the kitchen. A moment later, the light went off and she came out wrapped in her coat, hat, and muffler. I followed her to the front door, took the keys from her and locked it. Then we ran across the road to the guesthouse. It wasn’t yet midday, but it had grown as dark as evening and the wind was howling and baying in the pine woods. Visibility had dropped further, to barely thirty yards. We pushed inside and closed the door behind us, with snow swirling around our feet.. 
 
    Primrose came out of the living room. I could see the fire burning there. It looked good, warm and homey. She said, “Mom! I’ve never seen anything like it!” 
 
    “It’s just a storm, Prim.” 
 
    “It’s insane! It’s dark and it’s not even night!” She turned to me. “Mr. Walker, you must come into the parlor, or the kitchen with us, where it’s warm!” 
 
    Abi stared at her. “Prim?” 
 
    Primrose stared back at her mother and her cheeks colored with anger. “Mother! It is the very least we can do! On a day like this! And Mr. Walker saved Peggy’s life!” 
 
    I wasn’t going to argue. I looked at Abi and raised an eyebrow at her. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Lacklan, of course it is the very least we can do. Would you care to join us?” 
 
    “I’d love to.” I turned pointedly to Primrose, who was smiling but whose cheeks were still red. “Thank you.” 
 
    I followed them both through what they called the parlor and into the kitchen. It was a large room. The floor was bare wooden boards, but it was covered in woven rugs and sheepskins. There was a blue iron range giving off warmth and a smell of baking pies and bread. There was also a heavy pine table, and sitting at it, watching me with an expression of awe, was the boy. Primrose said, “Sean, say hello to Mr. Walker. Mr. Walker, Lacklan, this is my brother, and nemesis, Sean. Please sit down, will you have some tea? Luncheon will be in about half an hour.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Abi had set about washing vegetables and Primrose went to make some tea. I sat at the table and smiled at Sean. Both of the women had their backs to us, and he, with wide eyes, pointed at me and mouthed the words, “I saw what you did!” 
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    I put my finger to my lips and shook my head. He grinned, nodded and raised his thumb, then delivered a few silent punches to the air while mouthing the word ‘pow’.  
 
    Abi put the vegetables on to boil, then she and Primrose came and sat at the table. Primrose brought with her a large, blue teapot and four cups, which she filled and distributed. I thanked her and looked at Abi, who was avoiding my eye. 
 
    “Abi, we are going to talk about what’s happening in this town. It’s not something that we can put off indefinitely.” 
 
    Her mouth tightened and she sighed loudly through her nose. “How many times? I really wish you would leave it alone. This is none of your business.” 
 
    I suppressed a flash of anger. “Murdering a little girl is everybody’s business, Abi! We are not talking about your religious beliefs or your opinion on gay marriage! We are talking about a child, just a little older than your own son, who was beaten, raped, and strangled, and then thrown by the roadside to die of cold. And nobody in this village—not even her parents—gives a damn!” I frowned at her. She still wouldn’t meet my eye, so I went on. “Well, I give a damn, and that makes it my business.” 
 
    Primrose was looking at her tea like it had used foul language and blasphemed. She surprised me by saying, “And so do I, and so should you, Mom.” 
 
    Abi’s eyes flashed and her cheeks colored. She stared at her daughter but before she could say anything, Sean had spoken up. “Me too, Mom. It’s not right.” 
 
    “How dare you both be so impertinent!” 
 
    “Abi.” Now she looked at me and her eyes were blazing, “It’s an outrage for your children to tell you you should care that a child has been raped and almost killed in your village? But it is not an outrage to rape and strangle a fifteen-year-old girl?” 
 
    She had the decency to look embarrassed. She stared down at her cup and after a moment said, “That isn’t fair…” 
 
    “What they said was not impertinent. It was very pertinent. Peggy’s parents know who did this, but they are too scared to talk. I am willing to bet that you and the doc know who did it too, but you’re too scared to talk. Just tell me one thing, have there been other cases?” She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t have to. Her face said everything. I nodded. “I thought so. How far does it have to go? How many little girls have to die? How bad does it have to get before you do something about it?” 
 
    She spoke in a flat, dead voice. “Please stop.” 
 
    Primrose answered for me. “No.” 
 
    Her mother glared at her. “Primrose, enough!” 
 
    “No! You think that because I’ve made it to nineteen, I am safe? You think that because you’re an adult you are safe! And Peggy was fifteen and blonde and pretty, so bad luck to her! Well, it’s wrong! And you are wrong! Sooner or later he will come after us! And even if he doesn’t, he hurts us as much by taking Peggy as though he had taken one of us!” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” 
 
    “It’s true!” 
 
    Abi’s eyes filled with tears. She stared furiously at her daughter. “My job is to keep my children safe! My heart breaks for Peggy! But I will not put my children at risk!” 
 
    She turned to stare at me. 
 
    I said, “Abi, you are putting your daughter at risk by allowing him to continue. As long as he is out there, your daughter and every young girl in the district is at risk.” 
 
    “And what do you expect me to do? Take a gun and go and shoot him?” 
 
    I gave a small shrug, “It’s one option, but I wouldn’t recommend it. You’d be better off telling me who he is, and what’s going on.” 
 
    She shook her head and buried her face in her hands. Primrose said, “We don’t know who he is. He’s one of the men on the farm. But they all stick together, like a clan. Anyone who has tried to do anything in the past has been beaten to within an inch of their lives.” 
 
    Abi gave me a look and somehow I understood: the absence of a husband and a father in the house was no accident, but the kids didn’t know. I gave a small nod that I got it and said, “Tell me what happened before.” 
 
    Abi sighed and flopped back in her chair in a gesture of resignation. “Years ago. Two sisters, the Gordon girls, thirteen and fifteen. They went missing. They’d been visiting at the farm. They left to go home, but they never made it back. The whole village went out and searched for them. Eventually, their bodies were found up in the canyon. They’d been raped and strangled. It destroyed their parents. The story is they upped one day a couple of weeks later and left the town. They have never been seen or heard of since.”  
 
    She paused, examining her tea as though wondering whether to drink it. Then she set it back down and continued talking. 
 
    “A year later, Sally Inigo was found out on the plain. She’d also been raped and strangled…” 
 
    I interrupted her. “Didn’t anybody notify the sheriff’s department?” 
 
    She looked at the backs of her hands, like she was regretting a bad choice and wished she’d picked nicer ones. “After the Gordon girls were killed, yes. But there was no evidence, no witnesses. They asked some questions and left. But after Sally was found, we had a meeting in the church hall. It was decided we were a very private community and we didn’t want the papers and the TV crews coming in and prying into our business. In any case, the sheriff hadn’t been able to do anything, so it was agreed we’d take care of it ourselves…” 
 
    “Take care of it? Take care of it how?” 
 
    “We didn’t know. We all agreed it was best we didn’t know.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Abi?” 
 
    “The men at the farm said they’d take care of it.” 
 
    “Joe Vasco?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I sighed. “Talk about asking turkeys to vote for Christmas!” 
 
    She shrugged. “There has been nothing since.” 
 
    “Until now.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, until now.” 
 
    Primrose spoke suddenly. “It seems to me we have two problems. One is that whatever the men at the farm did five years ago, either the same rapist has come back, or we have a copycat. So it didn’t solve the problem. The second, and more urgent, is that Peggy needs to get to a hospital.” 
 
    I studied her face for a moment and decided I liked her. “That’s absolutely correct.” I turned back to Abi. “I talked to Joe Vasco and three of his men about half an hour ago, that’s what I borrowed the Jeep for. I asked them to provide us with the snow plow and a truck to get Peggy to Lovelock. They tried to give me a hiding for my efforts, and Joe pulled a gun on me.” 
 
    Sean grinned and drank his tea. 
 
    Abi said, “The only trucks capable of getting to Lovelock in this snow belong to the farm. And the way it is at the moment, without a snow plow we wouldn’t stand a chance.” She hesitated. “It could last days, perhaps a week.” 
 
    I drummed my fingers on the table. “Peggy may not have a week. How far does the track go up the canyon?” 
 
    Sean sat up straight, his eyes bright and an expression of glee on his face. “It goes right the way through to the Rye Patch Truck Stop! And there are lots of houses around there. On a fine day, it takes no more than five hours to cross.” 
 
    I said, “Nine or ten hours in this.” 
 
    Abi’s jaw dropped. “You cannot be serious. You’ll never make it alive!” 
 
    “Is there another option? Whatever the consensus of this village may be, Abi, I am not going to stand by and let that child die.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. “You have made your point, Lacklan. But there is no point in going out there to die in the snow. You will not make it!” 
 
    I looked at the dark glass in the window, with the thick snow falling outside. There was a good chance she was right. “How far does the forest stretch? The trees are pretty dense on the slopes, they give some protection from the snow.” 
 
    It was Sean who answered. “They follow they canyon about two-thirds of the way up, then they kind of stop. The top is bare.” 
 
    I thought about it. “The wind is coming from the northeast, which means the far side will be protected, at least to some extent. It’ll be a five hour climb, that’ll be the hard bit. The worst part will be the top. The descent will be easier.” 
 
    Abi shook her head. “You’ll die.” 
 
    “Not if you provide me with a couple of thermos of hot, sweet coffee, thermals, blankets. I’ll need to stop twice on the way up. I’ll make the descent in a single leg.” 
 
    Primrose was watching me with narrowed eyes. “You’ve done this kind of thing before, haven’t you?” 
 
    “In Afghanistan, in the mountains. It was worse than this.” I turned back to Abi. “I’ll try and arrange a chopper to come in and collect her. I’ll notify the sheriff, and so will the doctors. There will be an investigation.”  
 
    She closed her eyes. “I suppose it will be for the best. But if the investigation fails…” 
 
    “If there is no investigation, it will be worse, believe me.” 
 
    We gazed at each other for a moment. She caught my meaning and looked away. “I suppose I always knew this day would come, sooner or later. I think, unconsciously, I prayed for it.” 
 
    I stared at her for a moment. “There are over fifteen thousand rape-murders in the States every year. And almost twenty thousand rapes without murder. I promise, the national TV and press are not going to swarm over Independence because a kid got raped by a redneck. And even if they do, that is not such a high price to pay to have this son of a bitch brought to justice.” 
 
    She didn’t look at me. “That was never my personal concern. But please, Lacklan, we don’t cuss in this house.” 
 
    “Then what is your concern?” 
 
    Primrose and Sean had gone quiet. Abi raised her eyes from the tabletop to look at me. “Isaac and Elsa Ibanez, Sally’s parents. They also disappeared about three weeks after Sally was found. Word was they had moved away, like the Gordons. But, like the Gordons, nobody has ever heard from them since.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair. “You fear they were silenced as possible witnesses.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I added, “That’s why Peggy’s parents are so terrified.” 
 
    “I imagine so. They are a very simple couple. The Lord knows how they are coping with this.” 
 
    I grunted. “Not admirably.” 
 
    “Don’t judge them.” 
 
    “Why not? Wake up, Abi. I never yet saw an angel arrest a killer, a rapist, or a drug dealer. And I never saw your Good Lord pass judgment on one. But I’ve seen plenty of cops and judges do it. I don’t know anything about gods, heaven or hell. But I know a lot about this world. And in this world, we have to take responsibility for what happens to us, and the people around us. And while the Martins sat at home reading the Bible, their daughter was getting raped and strangled. I judge them to be poor, negligent parents, and so should you. Every judgment we fail to pass is an evil act that prospers.” 
 
    A tense silence fell over the table. Outside, the wind rattled the glass in the windows. The gingham drapes moved in the frozen fingers of a hidden draft. After a moment, Abi said, “Are you quite finished lecturing me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Please have some lunch. Let’s talk to the doctor and some of the other townsfolk, perhaps somebody can help you, drive you part of the way, give you some equipment…” She shrugged. “Make this something less of a suicide mission.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    Sean was staring at his mother. “Mom, I should go, too. I know the way. I’ve done it plenty of times. Alone he might get lost, but together we can make it.” 
 
    She was shaking her head long before he had finished. “Absolutely not, Sean! No! Out of the question.” 
 
    He appealed to me with his eyes. I smiled and shook my head. “Thanks, pal. I think I have to do this one alone.” 
 
    He sighed. “OK, I’ll draw you a map.” 
 
    “That would be helpful.” 
 
    Primrose got up from the table and went and opened the oven. The smell of baking bread and hot steak pie invaded the kitchen. Outside, the wind howled and groaned, and for a moment it sounded like all the demons of Hell were baying for my life. 
 
    Maybe they were. 
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    The doc, the reverend, and the few neighbors Abi went to see could offer little in the way of help or advice—other than the eternal ‘don’t do it, stay out of it’ refrain. The doc provided me with elasticized thermal long johns and socks, and the reverend gave me two extra thermos flasks, bringing my total to four. The doc told me not to drink alcohol, as it was a depressant and would make me more vulnerable to the cold. He then supplied me with a pint of whiskey and told me to drink it when I got there.  
 
    Nobody was willing to drive me up to the end of the woodlands. Nobody wanted to be seen helping me. I was going to have to make the whole journey on foot. I thought about using the Zombie, but I knew it would never make it. It would just get stuck in the snow. 
 
    Sean gave me a rucksack and Abi filled two of the flasks with hot chicken soup and the other two with hot, sweet coffee. That, a bar of chocolate, and a large slice of meat pie was my rations. Sean begged again to be allowed to come with me, but was promptly slapped down by both his mother and his sister. So he handed me a detailed, carefully drawn map which he had sealed in a plastic envelope, to keep it dry. He stood behind my shoulder as I sat at the kitchen table and explained it to me in the failing light of the afternoon. 
 
    “You just follow the road all the way to the end of the woods,” he said. “As long as you’re in the woods, the road is going to be easy to follow, and there won’t be much snow. But once you get out of the trees and it levels off, it’s going to be more difficult. It’ll be dark for one thing, there won’t be any stars or moon to guide you, and the road will by buried in snow.” He reached in his pocket, pulled out a compass, and handed it to me. “Keep going west. But when you get to the top, you’re going to see a big moth…” He glanced at his mother. “A big peak in front of you, so then you are going to go north, for about a thousand yards. See? That’s here…” 
 
    He pointed at the map. I nodded. It was clear and well drawn. “Thanks, Sean, that’s great.” 
 
    “Wait! This is the next difficult bit where you could get lost. The canyon then follows a kind of inverted ‘S’ shape and comes out at a fork. You’re going to want to take the left fork, because it goes down hill, but it comes out at a bad place. Don’t go that way. Turn right and go up hill. It’s gonna be hard in the snow, but that’s the path. You’re going to go northwest for maybe a mile, then you’re going to come to the highest point, out in the open. You got a tough climb, maybe half a mile, and the snow will be deep. You got to keep a little south of west. I put it on the map, see, here. Three degrees south of west. Then, when you get to the top, you’ll see the canyon below you.” He squeezed in beside me, grinned and gave a small laugh. “You can go down on your ass…” 
 
    His mother scowled at him and he grimaced. “I mean, on, like… as though you had a sledge.” 
 
    “I get the idea.” 
 
    “Once you’re in the canyon, you just follow it all the way down.” 
 
    I slapped him on the shoulder. “Good man, Sean. That is going to be very helpful.” 
 
    His face flushed with pleasure. “Jeez! I wish I could come with you. Mom, please?” 
 
    “No! 
 
    I patted his shoulder again. “You stay safe, Sean, and most important, keep your mom and your sister safe.” To his mother, I said, “Walk me to my car.” 
 
    We stepped out and she closed the door behind her. It was no later than four, but it was almost as dark as night. The clouds overhead were practically black and even in the relative protection of her small orchard, with her fruit trees and the rose bower providing some shelter, the wind seemed to drive needles of ice right through your skin. 
 
    I stopped her on the step, pulled my collar up, and asked her, “Have you got a weapon?” 
 
    Her face hardened. 
 
    “I’m not asking for it, Abi. You have two children to protect.” 
 
    She shook her head. “He has never gone for a boy, and Primrose is older than…” 
 
    I interrupted her. “Abi, you need to start facing this thing. It must be clear to you that we are dealing with two killers here.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I stressed it. “At least two. You said yourself that the disappearance of the Ibanez family and the Gordons was suspect.” I shrugged. “Who is it that the Martins are scared of? There is some kind of clean-up crew going around, and they are not fussy about age or gender.” 
 
    She stared at me for a moment. She seemed astonished. “But why me? The Martins, perhaps, but why us…?” 
 
    “Maybe no reason at all, but maybe because I’ve been staying here, you have helped me, and they see me as a threat. Now please, answer the question, Abi. Have you got a weapon?” 
 
    She shook head. “No.” 
 
    “Go inside out of the cold.” 
 
    I went down the path to my car. I heard the door close behind me. I popped the trunk and pulled over the canvas kit bag I always keep there. It was sadly depleted. I had intended to drive to San Francisco, see Marni off, and drive home. I had not intended to cross a small mountain range on foot in the snow, or to make war on a gang of rapists and murderers. So it contained only the basics: there were my two Sig Sauer 9mm Tacops with their extended magazines, my take down, seventy pound orange osage bow with twelve aluminum arrows that formed a removable, rigid frame for the bag, and a Fairbairn & Sykes fighting knife with a brass, knurled grip. There was also some spare ammunition.  
 
    But the Heckler and Koch G36 assault rifle, the Smith & Wesson 500, the cakes of C4, the bugs, and all the rest of the kit—that wasn’t even in my place in Wyoming. That was all in my house in Weston, in Boston[2]. I sighed, pulled out the bag, slammed the trunk shut, and made my way back into the house.  
 
    I stamped the snow from my boots in the reception and went through to the kitchen. They were all sitting, silently staring at their cold cups of tea. I dumped the almost-empty bag on the table, pulled out the two Sigs and a box of ammunition. Sean’s face lit up. Abi and Primrose looked like they’d just seen Freddy Kreuger peer in at the window. 
 
    “I am not going to argue with you guys. I want you and Primrose to have one of these each.” Sean drew breath, but I gave him a look that silenced him. “I don’t want to hear any bullshit.” Abi drew breath. I gave her the same look I’d given Sean. “There are men in this village who are prepared to kill. We don’t know why, we don’t know who they are, and that makes them three times as dangerous.” 
 
    Abi was shaking her head. “Lacklan, for God’s sake, Sean is only thirteen...” 
 
    “And I would never expose a child to this kind of thing, Abi, unless I believed that the danger was real and present. And we all know that it is. If I could be here to protect you, this would not be necessary. But I am going to be gone for at least a day, and during that time you must be able to protect your family.” I held up the Sig. “This is the only way.” 
 
    I showed all three of them how the pistols worked. When I was done, I said, “Sean, I do not want you to touch these guns. You stay away from them, you understand? But, if the time comes and you need to protect your mother or your sister, I want you to know how to do it. You got me? This is not a game. This is real.” 
 
    He looked at me with huge, solemn eyes and nodded, while his mother and sister looked sick. 
 
    I stressed to all three of them the dangers of the chambered round: if you eject the magazine and forget that you have a round in the chamber, that can cost lives. Too many people who should know better forget that. Then I took them out to the back yard to fire a few shots and get the feel of the weapons.  
 
    Back inside, I put the Fairbairn & Sykes in my boot, the rucksack they had given me with the food and flasks inside the kit bag, and slung the bag on my back. Primrose watched me do it and said, “You’re not armed.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure they won’t come after me. If they do, the weather is my first weapon, if that fails, I have a bow and my knife.” I winked at Sean. “Believe me, I am a lot more dangerous than they are.” 
 
    Abi stared at me a moment with the kind of strange, complicated expression that only women know how to make. It tells you they love the way you are and cannot wait to change you to the way they want you to be. She said, “I believe you probably are.” 
 
    I zipped up my jacket and pulled on some thermal gloves Abi had given me, along with a thick, woolen scarf and a woolen hat, both of which I now used to cover my head and mouth. I made them stay inside, pulled the door closed behind me and set off along the track, past the dark, silent saloon, past the dark, silent houses with only the faintest glow creeping out from behind their drapes to touch with warm amber the deepening drifts on their front lawns. 
 
    The town of Independence was soon behind me and the track began to climb toward the pine forest that sprawled up both sides of the canyon and enclosed and protected the path. The sky was low and heavy and the snowfall was dense. A cruel wind gusted across the plain below, dragging huge white billows in its wake, reducing the poor visibility even further. There was no moonlight and no starlight, but even so, the endless blanket of snow seemed to emit a strange, blue luminescence all on its own. 
 
    But when I finally entered the long tunnel of trees that enclosed the path up the canyon, the darkness became almost impenetrable. The trade-off was that the snow was shallower, barely ankle deep, and the wind was nothing but a moan and a sigh, and an occasional wild scream in the canopy above.  
 
    What didn’t change was the cold. I estimated it at somewhere around zero degrees Fahrenheit, minus fifteen or twenty Celsius. It was a numbing, penetrating cold, and I knew I had to endure it for the next nine or ten hours. And it could only get worse. All you can do in that kind of situation, in that kind of physical environment, is to create a rhythm with your walking and your breathing, and put yourself into a trance. Deep breathing to a rhythm has the double advantage of generating heat and distorting your perception of time. 
 
    So I breathed, five steps in, five steps out, five steps in, five steps out, and as I breathed and walked, in my mind, I went over, in minute detail, everything that had happened since I turned right at Mill City the day before. 
 
    I had been walking for maybe an hour, perhaps a little less, when I became aware that the path was beginning to veer slightly north of west, and as I became aware of that, I noticed also that the forest was beginning to thin slightly. This then was the first marker on Sean’s map. I had covered barely two miles in slightly less than an hour. After this, the going would get tough. I pressed on for another five or ten minutes, until the sky began to show through the silhouettes of the trees above. Then, ahead, I saw the huge black bulk of the hills that Sean had talked about, blocking my path and forcing the canyon road north. The sound of the wind had changed. It was less muffled by the trees, but the howls and groans were deeper among the peaks of the mountains that now surrounded me.  
 
    As I turned slightly to follow the path, which bore now more north than west, out into the open among the wind and the snow, something made me look back. Perhaps it was instinct, perhaps habit and training. Whatever it was, it made me glance over my shoulder, and something caught my eye. I was not sure at first if it was the snow playing tricks or my imagination, but I stopped, hunkered down, and remained immobile, watching. Then I saw it again. It was unmistakable. It was the flash of a light. I closed my eyes and concentrated on the sounds I could hear around me. The wind dominated everything, so I focused on it and tried to detect what other sounds there were within it. Groans, whistles, cries, howls… the rustle of the canopy, the creak of branches… and there, just perceptible on the edge of hearing, the growl of diesel. 
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    I ran. I didn’t sprint because I needed to preserve every bit of energy I could, but I knew I was making two miles an hour, and even up hill in the snow, if they were in trucks, they were making a damn sight more than that. So I set off at a steady jog, keeping close to the tree line where I could duck in if I needed to. I had a fleeting wish for my Heckler and Koch assault rifle, but pushed it from my mind and focused on what I did have; on what was real right there and then. I had a bow, twelve aluminum arrows, and a knife. They would have at the very least pistols and shotguns, and very probably hunting rifles. How many would there be? Impossible to say, but they had some idea of what I could do, so the chances were there would be at least four of them, maybe eight or more. 
 
    I was in trouble. I was in big trouble, and the only advantages I had were my head start and my training. Both were weighing light in the balance right then, and I knew that my best hope was to get ahead of them, and get lost on the slopes beyond the dogleg I was in right then. And that raised one, vital question—how far would they take the trucks?  
 
    My bet was that they would leave them at the tree line. They would not want to risk getting them trapped in the deeper snow. They’d take them as far as the end of the woods and leave them there. Try to track me on foot, kill me, and then drive back. That meant I had to put as much distance between me and the tree cover as I could. 
 
    Pretty soon I’d left the trees behind and the snow was falling heavily all around me. Visibility was worse than poor. I could barely see fifteen yards ahead of me, and though the wind was not as strong as it was down on the plain, it was bad enough to whip up the flakes and lash them painfully in my face. It was impossible to run for any distance in those conditions, so I did what the Brits call a rifleman’s march: ten paces walking, ten paces running, ten paces walking, ten paces running… 
 
    After about ten minutes I stopped, crouched down, and looked back along my tracks. They were being covered fast by the snowfall and the wind. The weather was in my favor in that respect at least. Dimly, through the misty swirl of flakes, I could see lights—headlamps, four of them. They were making no effort to conceal themselves. They were either very confident or very stupid. Maybe they were both. Maybe they expected me to be curled up in a drift dying of hypothermia. I caught the sound of slamming doors on the gale. I thought I heard four, but I couldn’t be sure. They sounded far off, but I knew that in that wind, they would have to be pretty close to be heard at all. I considered my options again and decided, for now, to stick with my plan and try to lose them. If they started gaining on me, which was a distinct possibility, as they were fresh and I was already very tired, then I might rethink my options. But for now I would press on. 
 
    I turned, ran ten paces, then walked ten paces, then ran another ten and kept going, following that relentless rhythm, barely seeing where I was going, channeled by the steep sides of the canyon, wondering how in hell I would know which way to go when I reached the open slopes: up would be about as close as I could get to a direction. I had Sean’s compass, but with at least four men on my heels I would have no time to stop and consult it. After twenty minutes, my legs were starting to tremble and breathing was becoming painful. I could just make out, up ahead, about sixty or seventy yards away, where the canyon wall rose steeply, forcing the track to turn west again, and I knew I had reached the second bend in the inverted ‘S’. It also told me that the snow was beginning to ease. And that was bad news, because it meant I might not be able to lose my pursuers on the slope. 
 
    I was sure I had pulled ahead of them. Unless they had been following the same regime of running and walking as me, there was no doubt that I had. But I’d paid a heavy price in my energy reserves. I would soon need to stop, rest, and have some hot soup and coffee. For that, I relied completely on being able to lose them beyond the dogleg, as I climbed the open slopes toward the peak. But if the snow stopped, or even eased too much, my tracks would be clearly visible and I would become an exhausted, exposed sitting duck, with a bow and arrows against at least four rifles and pistols. I’d be as screwed as a two-dollar whore during shore leave. 
 
    So I had to start thinking about modifying my plan. To modify my plan I needed intel, and to get intel I needed to get close. 
 
    I forced myself to keep up the pace a little longer. I could see that at the bend, the growth of trees and bushes was a little thicker. It was obviously a spot where water was trapped and accumulated during the rainy season, making it more fertile. That angle in the bend was the spot where I could come off the track without leaving obvious prints, get above my pursuers and observe them. However, coming off there also meant that if they did notice I had left the track, I would then be committed to taking them out, in a fight I was not sure I could win. 
 
    On the other hand, I was pretty sure that ship had sailed anyway. 
 
    I finally came to the bend in the track—there was no track to be seen; all there was was the bend in the canyon, the rock face ahead, and the empty, white space between the fringes of ferns and trees on either side. I put on a burst of speed, leapt over the fringe of ferns, and then walked backward in among the trees, throwing snow over my tracks. It wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough, and the wind and the snow that was still falling would do the rest. 
 
    Then I started clambering, slipping, sliding, and crawling, clawing my way up through the trees toward a rocky outcrop I had seen sixty yards farther on, forty yards above the road. It would afford me a vantage point from which to observe, and possibly strike if I decided to. 
 
    As I clambered up, above the tree line I noticed that the snow was definitely easing. It was no longer a blizzard. It was barely even heavy snow. Which meant, among other things, that if I was not concealed behind rocks by the time they came around the bend, I would be in plain view against the white blanket. My breath was rasping painfully in my throat and my fingers were in a kind of numb, frozen agony from clawing at the icy rocks. I tried not to think of the fact that, if it came to it, I would have to use those numb, agonized, frozen fingers to set up and pull a seventy-pound bow. 
 
    I made it to the outcrop, crawled onto the rocks, dropped behind them, and landed in a painful heap behind a boulder. I gave myself fifteen seconds to wallow in self-pity, then took off the kit bag, tore it open, pulled out the takedown bow, and started clumsily assembling it with fingers that felt like anesthetized sausages—sausages that hurt despite the anesthetic.  
 
    I got it assembled and strung, extracted an arrow from the frame of the bag, and peered over the edge of the rocks. It was only about seven in the evening, but if it had not been for the snow, they would have been practically invisible. As it was, they stood out clearly against the perfect white background. There were four of them. I couldn’t make out if Joe Vasco was among them, or my talkative pal Earl, but I could see that they were big, and they were all carrying rifles. They’d stopped walking and were just standing, looking around. I figured they were confused because despite the easing of the snow, my tracks had suddenly disappeared without a trace. One of them pointed at the forest opposite. Another pointed up into the hill where I’d come to hide. They couldn’t decide. Eventually one of them walked on ahead. The others watched him a moment. He stopped and turned back to them, seemed to talk and point at the bend in the canyon that led to the open slopes. I knew what he was saying. He was saying what I would have said: “Wherever he’s gone, wherever he is, he has to pass this way to get down to Lovelock. And this is where we’ll kill him.” 
 
    And that was when I made up my mind. I was never very good at being the prey. I was always more comfortable as the predator. Being the predator means you get behind, not in front. 
 
    I nocked the arrow, drew to my ear and sensed the shot. I gave it a second till I was sure, then loosed. The arrow whispered a moment, disappeared from sight, a heartbeat, two, and below, there was a moment of confusion. My mark leaned forward, with his hands on his knees. Then he sat down in the snow. His companions came up close to him, bending. There was a shout. The guy who’d walked ahead started running back. But by that time, I’d gone. I was crouching, running back the way I’d come, from rock to rock, tree to tree, placing myself behind them. All my thinking till that point had been based on the idea of trying to fight them off as they closed in on me and I fled toward Lovelock. But now everything had changed. Now they were going to be pursuing a prey they believed to be ahead of them, but who was in fact behind them, hunting them. 
 
    I came to the tree line, slipped in among the ferns and the pines, and made my way rapidly and silently, crawling on my belly, to the edge of the road. They were gone, only the corpse remained, sitting motionless on the white blanket of snow. It was what I had expected. I gave it a moment. I knew they were hiding in the trees, waiting for me to make a move. Now the deck was stacked in my favor. I was exhausted and needed the rest. I drew the blankets from the kit bag, wrapped myself in them, and settled against a tree trunk to drink half a flask of hot chicken soup and watch the area where I knew they must be hiding. While I was resting and drinking hot soup, they were lying in the snow, growing cold. I was confident they would move first. 
 
    They did. After fifteen minutes, they couldn’t take it anymore and they came out onto the road. The wind was all but gone. Billows of condensation issued from their mouths, and snatches of their talk came to me on the frozen air. 
 
    “…Good damn it…!” 
 
    “…we been hidin’ he’s been getting away…! 
 
    “…we was sittin’ ducks…!” 
 
    “…up there and look in them rocks…!” 
 
    One of them lumbered slowly up the side of the canyon toward the rocks where I’d been hiding, while his two pals covered him. After a few minutes his voice echoed across the dark. “Nothin’ up here…!” 
 
    I smiled. Another voice, this one from below. “Head in toward the slopes! See if you can find his tracks!” 
 
    They were confident they would catch me there. And if I had continued to play the prey, they would have been right. But the game had changed, and now I was hunting them. 
 
   


 
  

 Nine 
 
      
 
    Before I made my second kill, I needed them back together again. I didn’t want them to scatter. If they did, I’d have to hunt in two separate directions. So I hung back and let them move down the track toward the point where it split and went through the pass and onto the open slopes. I figured that would be the point where the three of them would join up again. At that point there was no cover, and that would be the perfect place to claim my second kill. 
 
    I loped across the road and into the woods where they had been hiding just a little earlier. From there, I saw them round the bend toward the broad fork. Three great masses of rock rose toward the black sky, and two gaps yawned between them. I checked Sean’s map. The one on the left sloped down, but as he had said to me, it led somewhere you didn’t want to go. The other, on the right, lead along a broad, shallow canyon for half a mile and then opened up onto a steep escarpment, half a mile across at its widest point, two hundred yards at its base. Here they would be wading knee-deep in snow, climbing up hill, virtually immobile between one exhausting step and the next, and with no cover. 
 
    They were about fifty yards ahead of me. I watched their scout scramble down from where he’d been hunting for my tracks. They weren’t put off by the fact he hadn’t found anything. As I trailed them, I heard their voices. “If he wants to get to Lovelock, there is only one way he can go. If he’s ahead of us, we’ll get him. If he’s hiding, we’ll wait for him. One way or another, we got him.” 
 
    As we walked, the snow continued to thin and I saw breaks begin to appear in the cloud cover: patches of blackness a little blacker than the clouds themselves, with frozen sparkles of starlight piercing them. Odin was not on the side of the prey tonight. Tonight Odin favored the hunter.  
 
    As they approached the end of the canyon, where it opened into the broad valley, I slipped in among the sparse trees and began to climb at a tangent to the three men, on an intercept course which would place me above them as they climbed. After five minutes, I found a tree and settled to wait. 
 
    I was invisible to them, in the shadows of the pines, but they were very clear to me, stark against the increasingly luminous snow. I saw them come into the valley beneath me, stand looking for tracks, then, grunting great billows of condensation, begin to climb. They passed within six or eight yards of me. They didn’t look up or to the sides. They were focused too hard on the effort of climbing. I recognized the farthest of the three as Earl. I let them get twelve feet above me, then I stood, nocked an arrow, took careful aim, and shot the nearest guy through the heart. It was a silent kill. The broadhead punched through his ribs and sliced deep into his heart, causing a massive hemorrhage. He would have bled out in a couple of seconds. The other two didn’t even notice. He sank to his knees, lay down, and slipped into the void. 
 
    I nocked a second arrow and aimed for the middle guy. He was a little ahead of Earl, but that was OK. I wanted Earl to see. I loosed and the barb thudded home through the back of his neck, severing his spinal cord and his windpipe and protruding six inches out of his esophagus. His body did a strange jerky dance and I saw Earl stop and stare at him for a moment. I figured from where he was he probably couldn’t make out the arrow. By that time, I’d put down my bow and I was wading across the slope. He still hadn’t seen me because I was behind him.  
 
    Then, the guy with the feathered neck leaned forward and slumped into the snow, and the shaft became clearly visible. Earl grabbed for the lever-action rifle he had slung across his back and as he did it, he saw his other pal lying face down a couple of yards behind him. I heard him swear violently, and that was when he saw me. But by then, I was just three paces away from him, pushing knee-deep through the snow. He tried to turn and take aim, but he was hampered by the drifts around his legs. He fired one shot that went wide. I lumbered two steps, circling further behind him as I went, forcing him off balance. He levered, tried to take aim again, and stumbled, unable to get his footing. My leg muscles were screaming, going into cramp, but I forced myself and surged two more steps toward him, struggling up the slope. He fell back and swung the rifle like a club. I tried to block it and he struck my elbow with the butt. The pain was excruciating. I fought to ignore it and pulled my knife from my boot as I fell on him.  
 
    He scrabbled up the slope, on his back, kicking at my face. I grabbed his ankle and stabbed at his leg, but he yanked it away and struck at me again with his rifle. I took the blow on my shoulder and scrambled to my feet, slipping and falling twice in the process. Meanwhile, he was fumbling the rifle around, levering another round into the chamber, trying desperately with frozen, gloved fingers to get a grip and take aim at me. I grabbed the barrel as he pulled the trigger and felt the bullet tear through my jacket. He was still on his back, lying on the slope. I kicked savagely at his hands where they were gripping the weapon, slipped on the icy slope, and fell again, yanking the rifle from his hands. I hurled it away and grabbed clumsily for his leg. He kicked at me and caught me a glancing blow on my face. 
 
    Next thing, he was on his knees and he’d pulled a big, ugly hunting knife from his belt. I was lying awkwardly on my side, with my knife hand pinned underneath me in the snow. He lunged, plunging the blade down at my chest. I caught his wrist in my left hand and rolled, pulling him on top of me. His face was twisted into a manic grimace as he grabbed the hilt with both hands and put all his weight on the knife. I held him with just my left hand. I knew I couldn’t hold him long, but I also knew I didn’t need to. Because I still had my Fairbairn & Sykes in my right hand, and now I rammed it savagely into his right shoulder. I could have gone for his armpit, but that would have killed him in a very short time, and I wanted this son of a bitch alive.  
 
    The long blade plunged two inches into the joint. I levered hard back and forth. He screamed and gibbered, spraying spittle from his lips, dropped his knife, and staggered to his feet, clawing at his shoulder as I yanked the blade free. I got on one knee and struck again in a straight thrust at his left thigh. He went down on his back and I went after him. 
 
    I knew his left arm was useless now, so I knelt on his right and held the long, razor-sharp blade to his throat.  
 
    “This goes one of two ways, Earl. I cut you badly and you bleed out here in the snow. Or I take you back to the trucks. What’s it going to be?” 
 
    He was weeping like a child, sobbing and repeating over and over, “It hurts! Oh God, it hurts!” For a moment, I almost felt compassion for him. Then I remembered Peggy. 
 
    “Earl, focus. I can make it stop. I can stop the pain and I can get you to safety. Or I can make the pain worse and leave you out here to die in the cold. Get a grip, Earl.” 
 
    “Anything, anything, just please make it stop!” 
 
    “Who raped Peggy?” 
 
    “I don’t know, honest I don’t.” 
 
    “Was it Vasco?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know… please help me…” he was moaning, slobbering. 
 
    “Who sent you after me?” 
 
    “Vasco. He told us to come and finish you. Please, please…” 
 
    “Who told him I was here?” 
 
    “Someone in the village….” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    His face screwed up with grief and agony. “I don’t know! I swear to God I don’t know! Have mercy, please! I can’t take it! He just told us to come after you! And…” 
 
    I waited. “And what? Abi? Did he tell you to go after her, too?” 
 
    He shook his head, still sobbing. “Just you. You and Peggy-Sue. We had to kill Peggy-Sue before you! God forgive me…!” 
 
    I didn’t think, kneeling there in the snow, under the frozen stars in that black sky, that it was possible to get any colder. But a chill trickled through me that was colder than the ice and the snow, and froze my heart in my chest. I looked down at him, weeping, slobbering, begging for pity and mercy, and I couldn’t find any of those things inside me. All I could find was an unwavering certainty that this being should not be allowed to live another moment. I placed the tip of the blade over his fifth intercostal, a terrible, monstrous roar came out of my throat and I hammered down on the hilt with my right fist; and drove that blade clean through his heart. Or whatever it was he had in his chest. 
 
    Peggy was dead. 
 
    I have long since forgotten how to weep. But I sat there in the snow that night with a terrible, unendurable desolation inside me; not for myself, but for that poor, fragile child who had been brutalized by these monsters and betrayed by her parents; and for this tragic, ugly world where these things are possible. 
 
    I don’t know how long I sat there, but eventually an icy, silver moon rose over the mountaintops, raining a frosted light on the blue-white valley, and I got to my feet and started the long, frozen walk back toward Independence. There was no point in going on to Lovelock for an ambulance. The child was dead. And I would not go for the sheriff. I did not want a police investigation, an arrest, a prosecution, a trial. The courts were not equipped to dispense the kind of justice that Peggy-Sue was entitled to; the kind of justice that the black rage inside me demanded. 
 
    But I was. 
 
    I struggled back to collect my bow and my kit bag. Then I stumbled and slid down the slope, landing half-buried in a drift at the bottom. For a moment I lay there, looking up at the blackness, finely peppered with silver, wondering if I had the strength to get to my feet, thinking that perhaps a short sleep would help. I knew that sleep led irrevocably to death: a short sleep to eternal sleep.  
 
    Anger, hot and red, forced my arms and my legs to move. I pushed and struggled against the yielding, enfolding snow and got to my knees, then to my feet. I had begun to shiver badly. I was exhausted and hypothermia was setting in. I could not allow that. I had to get back. I had to avenge Peggy. I had to find and punish her killer. There was no logic or rationality to my thinking. It was a simple imperative. 
 
    I stumbled to the cover of some pines, sat on a fallen trunk and pulled the thermos from my kitbag. I swallowed some chicken soup, taking it slowly, one small sip at a time, and began to feel some strength coming back into my limbs and some clarity to my mind. Even so, when I thought of the walk back to the trucks, I wondered if I would have the strength.  
 
    I took some hot, sweet coffee, stood, and began to walk. It became a strange, surreal sensation: as though I were not really the man in the canyon, walking among the dark slopes and the trees, following that luminous, blue-white path, down into the dark bowels of Independence, where a child lay dead. It was as though I were up, in the crystal clear, freezing cosmos, beside the leering moon who rained frozen light down on that dark, luminous path. And through it all, there was the relentless rhythm of one foot before another, one foot after another, another step, just one more step. 
 
    I knew I was in a kind of delirium and wondered if delirium was one of nature’s many ways of helping us to survive the unendurable. And, as I thought that, I saw ahead of me, death, mounted on a black horse, come to fetch me. I looked death in his eyes—those black, hollow caverns—squared my shoulders and told him I would not go until I had exacted my revenge. And death swung down from his horse, and as his black boot touched the blue-white snow, black wings enfolded me.  
 
    And then there was nothing. 
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    I was cold. I was very cold and uncomfortable. I wanted to turn over and cover myself, but I couldn’t find the bedclothes. I tried to reach for them but my arms and hands were sluggish and found only cold, wet sludge. Then something was forcing itself into my mouth. I tried to fight it, but I was too weak. Whatever it was was sweet, like honey. 
 
    I opened my eyes and groaned. I saw the vastness of space spread out above me, and a billion brilliant, distant stars winking. Ice-cold air touched my face. There was somebody leaning over me, A spoon touched my lips. More honey. I took it hungrily and felt better. I blinked and tried to focus. Somewhere, a horse snorted and pawed the snow. My sight cleared. 
 
    “Sean…?” 
 
    He smiled at me. 
 
    “Can you sit up? We have to get you out of the snow. Take some more honey. It’s good for exhaustion, and hypothermia.” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here, Sean?” 
 
    “Not now, Mr. Walker. Take it.” 
 
    I struggled to a sitting position. I was still trembling, and everything hurt. I took the honey. It was thick and waxy and sweet. It helped. 
 
    “Where…?” 
 
    “We’re at the dogleg. I saw the man you shot, and the trucks further down. Can you get up? Can you get on a horse?” 
 
    “You brought horses?” 
 
    He grinned. “I borrowed a couple from the Wrights. They won’t mind. Come on, Mr. Walker, we really need to get you back. Are there more men?” 
 
    I shook my head. He stood and helped me to my feet. The trembling was easing. I said, “I can ride.” 
 
    He led me a few paces to where two horses were waiting, breathing great billows of condensation into the night. As I climbed into the saddle, he pulled the blankets from my kit bag and handed them up to me. Then he handed me one of the flasks. 
 
    “Coffee. I added more honey to it. Just keep sipping as we go. I’ll lead the horse.” 
 
    I nodded and took it. He hung the kit bag from the saddle. Then he swung up onto his own horse and we turned and headed back down the track. It was freezing cold and the horses knew they were going home, so the pace was brisk. 
 
    “It won’t be long, Mr. Walker. It seems like a million miles when you’re on foot in the blizzard, but it ain’t far on a horse, when it’s clear.” 
 
    “What are you doing here, Sean? Do you realize the risk you took?” 
 
    He nodded. “Mom is going to be real mad, but I don’t see I had much choice.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “My room is at the front of the house, which was how I saw you with my binoculars beating up those guys at the depot. Well, I was in my room, and next thing I hear trucks. Sometimes I see trucks going to the depot and leaving it, and sometimes trucks come to the saloon, but you don’t often see them coming up into the canyon. So I looked out the window and those two trucks I just saw down the road drove up and stopped outside the doctor’s house. Then I saw Earl and three other men go inside. They were there maybe ten minutes, then they come out and I saw them take off up into the canyon. I knew they were coming after you, and I knew you had nothing but a bow and arrows. I figured they’d have handguns and rifles.” He shrugged. “After what you were trying to do for poor Peggy, I figured I had to help you somehow. I brought you one of your guns.” 
 
    I nodded. “That was very brave of you, Sean. Your mother will be mad at you, but ignore her. What you did took guts. Thank you.”  
 
    He grinned. “I borrowed a couple of horses from the Wrights, and when I saw the clouds clearing, I was glad I did. When the clouds break up, that means one thing. The temperature is going to drop, and I don’t mind telling you, Mr. Walker. You would have froze to death out there tonight.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Up ahead, I saw the body of the first guy I had shot. He was partially covered in snow, but clearly visible in the moonlight. I wondered how long he would sit there before he was found; he and his friends. As we passed him, Sean reached behind his back, pulled something, and handed it over to me. It was one of my Sigs.  
 
    “My mom put them in a drawer and locked it. Prim picked the lock and gave me one for you.” 
 
    I took it, smiled, and shook my head. Some people are born to be victims. They can’t help themselves. It was my lucky break that Sean and Primrose were not among them. He frowned at me. “What about the other three?” 
 
    I held his eye a moment, wondering if he was too young. I decided he was, but I also decided that life didn’t give a damn how old he was, or how old Peggy was. Bad things happened, and either you fought back, or you went down. I shrugged. “They won’t be raping any more girls.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good.” 
 
    Less than an hour later, we rode past the Martins’ house, dark and silent, and into the small square. I swung down and told Sean, “You take care of the horses. I’m going to see if the doc is OK.” 
 
    He nodded and rode away, down a side ally by the guesthouse. I tramped across the snow, still wrapped in my blankets, and hammered on the doc’s front door. The moon was casting an eerie light over the luminous plain. Far off, a dog was barking and was answered by a coyote. Other than that, there was only silence.  
 
    I pulled my Swiss Army knife from my pocket, selected the small screwdriver, rammed it in the lock, and opened the door. He was on the floor, on his back. I switched on the light and knelt beside him. His face was swollen and badly bruised, but he was alive. I picked him up and carried him into his living room. There I laid him on the sofa and ran up the stairs to Peggy’s room. 
 
    The bed was empty. 
 
    The room seemed to rock from side to side. I gripped the doorjamb to stop myself from falling. What had they done with her? Taken the body to dispose of it? That was what they were about, wasn’t it? Trying to eliminate evidence. 
 
    I made it down the stairs and stepped back out into the snow. Somehow, in some kind of trance, I made it across the square and through the gate to the guesthouse. There I hammered on the door. It was wrenched open a moment later by Primrose. Abi was behind her, watching anxiously, and behind her was Sean, still in his coat. I pointed back, toward the doc’s house. 
 
    “The doc, he needs help. And Peggy. Peggy’s gone…” 
 
    And for the second time that night, I passed out.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first thing I was aware of was clean, warm, fresh linen. It wasn’t a sudden sensation, but I gradually became aware that I had been feeling it for some time. It was a luxurious feeling and made me smile. I rolled over and reached for Marni, found she wasn’t there, and then the memories started seeping in. I groaned and opened my eyes. 
 
    There was sunlight lying warped across the foot of my bed. The fire was lit and I had an extra patchwork quilt laid over me. I levered myself onto one elbow and realized that I had been undressed and put to bed. My clothes were folded over the back of a chair, near the fire. 
 
    I swung my legs out from under the covers. Everything hurt. I noticed I had a big, ugly bruise on my ribs, a couple of inches below my left armpit. It had a large piece of gauze on it, held in place with sticking plasters. I remembered Earl’s shot and guessed he must have got closer than I’d thought.  
 
    I walked stiffly to the en suite and stood for ten minutes under the hot water until I started to feel half-human again. I toweled myself dry and while I was dressing, the door opened and Abi stepped in. I had my jeans on but no shirt. She hesitated. I smiled. “I haven’t grown anything you didn’t see last night. Come in.” 
 
    She flushed. “I heard the shower. How is your injury?” 
 
    “It’s just a graze.” 
 
    She stepped in and closed the door. “You lost blood. It looked like a bullet wound.” 
 
    I put my shirt on and started to button it. “Earl came after me with some pals of his. He tried to shoot me. I guess he succeeded. How’s the doc?” 
 
    “Bruised, concussed…” 
 
    I pulled on my socks and my boots and sat looking at her. “Do you know what happened to Peggy-Sue?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    I said, “Earl told me Vasco ordered them to kill Peggy and then come after me. But when I got to her room last night, she was gone.” 
 
    “They want to say a service for her at the church today.” 
 
    I frowned. “A service?” 
 
    “They took her to the chapel…” 
 
    “She is dead, then.” 
 
    “They want to hold a service for her.” 
 
    I curled my lip. “It’s a shame they weren’t so concerned about her while she was still alive.” 
 
    “Lacklan, don’t… The reverend wondered if you would attend the service.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She looked down at her hands, as though she was holding something invisible in them. She looked embarrassed. “He wanted to thank you for what you’d done.” 
 
    I stood. “Tell him he’s welcome.” 
 
    She sighed, still staring at her fingers. “He also wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    “To warn me off? To tell me to leave it alone? To politely ask me to leave town?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What about you, Abi? You also want me to leave town?” 
 
    Now she looked up me, held my eye, and spoke softly. “I don’t know…” 
 
    She turned, yanked open the door, and left. I went out onto the landing and watched her hurry down the stairs. After a moment, I went back into my room. On the dressing table I found both my pistols. Neither had been cocked and the chambers were empty. I put one of them in my bedside drawer and slipped the other in my waistband. Then I put my jacket on and went downstairs. 
 
    I found the three of them in the kitchen. Sean and Primrose smiled at me, but Abi wouldn’t meet my eye. I said, “What time is the service?” 
 
    She spoke to the table top. “In half an hour.” 
 
    “I’m guessing the doc won’t be going.” 
 
    “He said he was going to stay in bed and recover.” 
 
    “You looking after him?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You got a key?” 
 
    She looked up. “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “He gave me a pint of whiskey. I didn’t drink it. I wanted to return it to him. I also wanted to see how he was. He’s a good man, like your son.” 
 
    Sean went puce and smiled at his sister. Abi’s cheeks colored, but she didn’t know whether to be pleased or mad.  
 
    “Sean is just a boy.” 
 
    “With the heart of a man. May I borrow your key?” 
 
    She reached in her pocket and pulled it out. 
 
    I went over and took it. “I’ll bring it to the church.” 
 
    I turned to leave, but as I stepped through the kitchen door she said, “Lacklan…” 
 
    I looked back. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Not everyone in this town appreciates what you tried to do.” 
 
    “I get that.”  
 
    “I want you to know, in case you are in any doubt, that I do.” 
 
    I gave her a lopsided smile. “Thanks.” 
 
     
 
   


 
  

 eleven 
 
      
 
    The sky was a brilliant blue, like it had just been washed and polished. The air was brittle, sharp, like walking through ice. I pulled up my collar, pulled my jacket tight, and loped across the square, doing a careful balancing act and trying not to slip and fall. At his door, I slipped the key in the lock and went in quietly. I figured if he was sleeping, I’d let him rest. 
 
    I climbed the stairs and stood on the landing for a moment, looking at the closed door of the room where Peggy-Sue had lain. I felt a twist of grief and anger at the death of the child I had gathered up from the roadside, broken and freezing, whom I had tried to save; who should have lived. 
 
    I moved then to the doc’s door, quietly turned the handle, and pushed it open. Like Peggy’s the night before, the bed was empty. For half a second, my mind was paralyzed. Whatever angle I looked at it from, it didn’t make any sense. Then I heard the hammer click, too far away to strike at, and a voice, quiet, calm and steady, that said, “All right, mister, turn around nice and slow, so I can see your face before I blow your head off.” 
 
    I sighed, raised my hands and turned.  
 
    “Doc, put the gun away. I came to see how you were, and to return your whiskey. I thought maybe you could use it.” 
 
    He looked like a train wreck. Worse. It would have looked bad on a man half his age. On him, it was an outrage. My big regret was that I had already killed the men who’d done this to him. Most of the left side of his face was purple. His left eye was closed and his mouth was swollen. He was holding an old Colt .45 revolver in both hands, and he was wearing his pajamas and a robe. It wasn’t so much pathetic as tragic. The gun wavered and he lowered it, releasing the hammer as he did so. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you. Abi said you found me.” 
 
    I nodded. “Back to bed, Doc.” 
 
    “I’m hungry. I don’t need bed, I need food.” 
 
    “Stay in bed, I’ll bring it up to you.” 
 
    He ignored me, turned, and I followed him down the stairs to the kitchen. Once there, he sat at the table and said, “You can cook, but don’t fuss over me.” 
 
    I fried some bacon, mushrooms, and eggs and put it all on two slices of toast. I made some coffee, too, and laced it with the whiskey. Then I sat opposite him and we ate in silence for a while. When he was almost finished, he leaned back in his chair, drained his cup, and said, “You’re going to get yourself killed.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sooner or later, I guess that’s true.” 
 
    He studied my face through his one good eye. “But you don’t figure that’s going to happen any time soon.” 
 
    I shrugged and chewed, watching him back. “It’ll happen when it happens, Doc. I’m not easy to kill, but tomorrow a cow might fall on me out of a clear blue sky.” 
 
    He snorted. “That likely, huh?” 
 
    “It happens. Joao Maria de Souza. Google it. Thing is, Doc, nobody gets out of here alive, and trying to is a waste of time. Meanwhile, I may as well do something useful.” 
 
    He made a ‘that’s one way of looking at it’ face and said, “You didn’t get to Lovelock, though.” 
 
    “Earl and his friends caught up with me.” 
 
    He frowned. “What happened?” 
 
    “I killed them.” 
 
    He blinked, one-eyed, and sighed. “Just like that. Can’t say I’ll miss them.” 
 
    “What happened to Peggy?” 
 
    He watched me but didn’t answer. 
 
    I said, “Before he died, Earl told me Vasco sent them to kill Peggy before they killed me.” 
 
    He nodded, refilled our cups, and added some whiskey. “Yeah, they hammered at the door, when I opened it, they pushed it, demanding to see her. I told them to go to hell. He punched me a few times and they stormed upstairs.” 
 
    “When I got here she wasn’t in her bed, but her bed looked like it hadn’t been slept in.” 
 
    He took a drink, then sighed. “By the time they got here, we’d moved her to the church.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “In the blizzard?” 
 
    He raised his voice, not quite shouting, but mad. “When I heard your dumb-ass plan, I knew it would get back to them, and I didn’t want those goddamn animals defiling her! So I went and called the preacher and between us, we moved her.” 
 
    I stared at him a long while. “So they didn’t kill her?” 
 
    “Not last night, no. But you tell me, Lacklan, if they didn’t kill her, who did?” 
 
    “You’re talking in riddles.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Who beat her? Who tried to strangle her? Who dumped her by the side of the road?” 
 
    I nodded. “I hear you.” 
 
    “You going to the service?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “They’re going to tell you to butt out and leave town, you know that, right.” 
 
    “You want me to do that too?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. And if you do, Abi and her kids will pay. You started, now you have to finish.” 
 
    “I’m glad you think so.” 
 
    He raised his cup. I raised mine back. He said, “I hope you get them before they get you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Everybody has a cow waiting for them somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The church was at the back of Main Street, where the Pioneer Guesthouse and the saloon were located, up a short track, on the southern slope of the canyon, with the pine woods spread out above and to the right of it. It was small and unassuming. The doors were closed, but I could hear the sound of singing. I crunched up the path and pushed through the heavy wooden door, stepped inside, and closed out the cold, bright sunshine behind me. 
 
    It was as plain on the inside as it was outside. The walls were whitewashed and there was a minimum of decoration of any kind. The congregation was a little less than three dozen people, including Abi, Primrose, and Sean. Most of them turned to look at me when I came in, and most of them bore expressions of resentment and hostility. I saw the Martins in the front row. Below the altar, at the end of the central aisle, there was the coffin. 
 
    The preacher ignored me and carried on with the service. He was a small, middle-aged man who was definitely more New Testament than Old. There was very little fire or brimstone going down, and he was more concerned with forgiveness and Peggy being received into the bosom of Christ than with her killer giving up an eye or a tooth for what he’d done.  
 
    Those who had turned to glare at me turned back to face the reverend and I slipped into the last row, which was vacant, and settled to wait for the service to end. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, the door opened again, letting in a blast of icy air, and with it came a tall, crooked man in his late sixties or early seventies with a shock of white hair brushed back from a long, craggy face. With him came a woman in her mid or late forties, once handsome but now drawn and prematurely aged, and a young man who bore a striking resemblance to both of them. He was probably in his late teens or early twenties, but he looked sickly and feeble. He was tall, like the man I figured was his grandfather, but he was stooped and pale, with hollow eyes and limp, blond hair that fell over his face. The woman, I guessed, was his mother, and he held onto her arm as they slipped into the back row, across the aisle from me. 
 
    When the service had finished, the reverend paused, as though thinking about what to do next. Then he spoke out suddenly, with a strength that had been missing during the worship. 
 
    “I will, in a moment, invite those of you who knew and loved Peggy-Sue to say a few words in remembrance of her, but before I do, I should like to say a few words myself. We are, first and foremost, a Christian community, and whatever the Old Testament may say about an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, we follow the word of Christ, and Christ made it very clear to us that our way is the way of love and forgiveness. If there is to be punishment or vengeance exacted, let it be by the hand of God, not our hand. 
 
    “Now, if anybody here would like to say some words in memory of our beloved child…” 
 
    The tall man with the white hair who had arrived after me now stood. His voice was strong. “Reverend Cameron, I should like to say some words in Peggy-Sue’s memory, if you will allow me.” 
 
    “Brother Aloysius, I see you have brought your wife and your son. You are welcome.” 
 
    So this was Aloysius Groves. I watched him walk with long, strangely jerky strides to a lectern that had been placed at the head of the casket. He had no prepared speech—at least it wasn’t written on paper. He gazed at the congregation, like some ancient Celtic king, or a druid. 
 
    “It has been five years since we had anything like this in our small community. Ours has been a harmonious living together in peace and friendship. We are more than neighbors, more than a community. We are a family. The tragedy of Peggy’s death strikes at all of us. Nobody who has not lost a child can begin to imagine the pain that Albert and Flora Martin are going through right now, but I know that each one of us here today, everyone who is a member of this family, has a deep, unquenchable pain in their hearts. When Peggy-Sue died, we all lost a member of our family.” 
 
    He paused and looked down at his palms, first one and then the other, and he started talking like he was talking to his hands.  
 
    “Five years ago, after we lost Sally Ibanez, a year after we’d lost Rose and Alice Gordon, I promised you, here in this very church, that we would put a stop to it. And we did.” 
 
    He fell silent. His gaze drifted. He was silent so long that people began to shift in their seats. Somebody coughed. He seemed to come out of his reverie, or a dream, and looked around at the faces, all looking to him for guidance, for a direction. 
 
    “I know that some of you are thinking that maybe we should call the sheriff, maybe we should call in law enforcement, maybe this is a case for the FBI. But before you take any rash steps or actions, I would say to you what I said to you all those years ago: I would ask you all to consider the consequences to our community of being portrayed nationwide as a ghoulish home of redneck rape and murder! Ridiculed from coast to coast as the small, backwater home of incest and rape, of inbreds and sodomites!” His face flushed. “That is not who we are. But I assure you, I have seen it, once the press and the media get a hold of this story, they will brand us forever, they will pry into each of our lives, they will lie and distort the truth just to sell their stories, to raise their ratings. Our small family will be branded and ridiculed from Los Angeles to New York.”  
 
    He stood nodding, looking from face to face. 
 
    “And that will not be the end of it. The police will call in the FBI! And they will pry into every corner of our community, the will leave no life untouched, no closet unrifled, no secret unaired. And whether the culprit be one of us, in Independence, or whether he be from elsewhere—a stranger preying on our community—they will pin the guilt on one of us. They will make the evidence fit their prejudices, and one of our community will go down, guilty or not. You may be sure of it. 
 
    “I am going to ask you, as I did then, to give us a chance to look out for our own. Let the men of Independence protect their women and their children, as we did once before. And this time, you have my word, we will make it stick. Thank you.” 
 
    Then, on his long, stiff legs, with his odd, jerky walk, he strode down the central aisle, gathered up his wife and his sickly, pallid son, and they stepped out of the church and into the snow. The door slammed closed behind them and a big silence settled on the temple. Nobody looked at me where I sat in the shadows, in the corner, but they all knew I was there, and they all knew I was the elephant in that room. Finally, the reverend said it. 
 
    “We have an honored guest among us today, a man who has fought bravely, albeit misguidedly, on Peggy’s behalf. The man who found her dying in the snow, who brought her home, who delivered her into the doctor’s care, and defied the blizzard to try to get her to a hospital. Today, we thank the Lord for sending him to Peggy in her hour of need, and we thank that man, and we honor him, for his efforts and for being among us today.” He paused. “However, I also ask him, on behalf of this community, to desist from his efforts to find the culprit, to desist from his violent ways, to allow Independence to handle its own affairs, and continue on his way, with our blessing.” 
 
    There was a lot of murmured approval and nodding. I slid to the end of the bench and stood. 
 
    “Reverend Cameron, people of Independence, I will be on my way…” I paused and smiled as I sensed the wave of relief ripple through the congregation, then added, “Just as soon as the weather permits, and I am through with what I have to do. You see, you made a mistake five years ago, and you made another one today. You think that Peggy-Sue’s rape and murder is your business, and nobody else’s. It’s not. The rape and murder of a child is everybody’s business. Peggy-Sue is not going to get swept under the carpet with Rose and Alice and Sally. I am here. And I am going to find who did this and I am going to make him pay. When I’ve done that, I’ll leave.” 
 
    I paused, looking around at all the people who now refused to look at me. Then, I added, “You don’t need to worry about the law coming to Independence. I never made it to Lovelock. When your man, Earl, told me what he had been instructed to do to Peggy, I turned back. I decided I did not want the sheriff involved. You don’t need to worry about the law. You need to worry about me. I am here to exact justice. You can pass that on to Vasco, when you brief him on this… service.” 
 
    They didn’t look happy. I didn’t really care. I pulled open the door and stepped out into the brilliant, freezing sunshine. I paused on the steps above the path and looked north. There were more clouds piling up. There was another storm building. This one would be worse. This time I’d be ready. 
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    I was almost at Main Street when I heard her footsteps running behind me, crunching in the snow, and the breathless call of her voice: “Mr. Walker! Lacklan…!” 
 
    I stopped and turned. It was Primrose, with flushed cheeks and bright eyes, running to catch up with me. Beyond her I could see the church on the hill, gleaming white with its black, gabled roof. The doors were still closed. Nobody was leaving. They were still debating what to do about the stranger. She stopped running and drew level with me. She smiled. 
 
    “Are you going back to the guesthouse?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow and smiled back. “Nowhere else to go.” 
 
    She scowled and we fell into step. “That’s true enough… Either way, you’ll need a key.” 
 
    “I was planning to shoot out the look.” 
 
    She gave a pretty laugh. “I’m sorry about the way they treated you back there. They’re basically good people, but…” She shrugged. 
 
    I grunted. “Define good.” 
 
    She glanced at me. “I guess so. The reverend isn’t as chicken as he seems. He has stood up to Vasco and Al when he’s had to. He believes what he preaches. He is a very committed Christian.” 
 
    I nodded. “Groves’ wife is a lot younger than he is. That surprised me. I thought it was his daughter.” 
 
    “Karen, and his son Arnold. It caused a big stir when they got married. That was before I was born, ’course, but people still talk about it. She’s about thirty or thirty-five years younger than him. They were married when she was just twenty and he was fifty or fifty-five. Almost straight away she got pregnant. There were those who said she was already pregnant and that’s why they married. Either way, it was just gossip. Small towns love to gossip.” She glanced at me. “I don’t see it makes much difference what age they are, so long as they love each other, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “He’s a pretty formidable man. But she doesn’t seem very happy.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows high on her forehead and gave a small, pretty laugh. “They have a lot on their plates right now. He has four men missing, you threatening to call the sheriff and he must have a growing suspicion that his manager is involved in something pretty dark. He’s talking about dealing with the problem, but taking on Vasco without getting the law involved ain’t no easy matter.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    We’d arrived at the guesthouse. I held the gate for her and she made her way down the path. A shadow passed over the garden and I looked up at the sky. The first clouds were closing in. Primrose opened the door and we went inside. I followed her into the living room, where there was a fire burning. She took off her mittens and stood in front of it, warming her hands. 
 
    “Vasco has shares in the farm,” she said. “And there are rumors…” 
 
    “What kind of rumors?” 
 
    “That Karen and Vasco are having an affair. Groves would do just about anything to avoid a scandal, he’s real old school like that. So he turns a blind eye. On top of all that, his son is pretty sickly. He has some kind of disease. People say it’s because of the age difference, but I don’t believe that.”  
 
    “An unhappy family.” 
 
    She looked me in the face and seemed to study me. “What did you mean? What you said at the church, that you planned to make whoever it was pay, and they had to worry about you, not the law. What did you mean?” 
 
    I looked away from her, shook my head. “It’s best you don’t know.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I need to get ready. I have to pack some things. I’ll catch you later.” 
 
    I climbed the stairs, went to my room, and closed the door behind me. The fire here also was lit. I emptied my kit bag on the bed and took stock of my weapons. I had the bow and nine aluminum arrows left. I had the two Sig Sauers, two extended clips, and a box of ammunition. And I had my knife. 
 
    I had all that and I had zero intelligence. All I knew was that Vasco was four men down, five if you included the dislocated shoulder. What that left him, I had no idea. And of those that were left, how many were loyal to Groves and how many were involved with Vasco, I had no idea. On top of that, I knew nothing about the farm, its layout, or where Vasco lived. And if my gut was right—and it always was—I didn’t have a lot of time for gathering intel. 
 
    I heard the door open behind me. I turned. It was Primrose. She was staring at the stuff on the bed. I said, “You don’t knock?” 
 
    Her eyes went to my face. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    She came in and closed the door. “I need an answer, Lacklan.” 
 
    I sighed. “You don’t, Primrose.” I sat on the bed and gestured at her. “You have a chance. Make a few smart choices, make an effort, you have a chance to be happy. I blew it. Without even realizing I was doing it, I devoted my life to killing. Some people are experts in law, medicine, building houses. Me? I’m an expert in killing.” 
 
    I could see her breathing had quickened. “Are you going to kill Vasco?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “Anyone else who was involved with him. Then I’ll continue on my way.” 
 
    “Take me with you, Lacklan.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I sighed. I stood and went to her. “Because I like you. Because you deserve better. Because I could never make you happy, or show you how to be happy. You don’t want to know about me, or get involved with me, Primrose. I’m bad news.” 
 
    She came closer and put her hands gently on my chest. Her eyes said she was confused. “I don’t think you’re bad news, Lacklan. I think you’re good news. Don’t leave me stranded here.” 
 
    I felt my heart give a jolt and my belly was on fire. I shook my head. When I spoke, my voice was a rasp. “Don’t, Primrose. Not now…” 
 
    She stepped closer, so that her body pressed against mine. I gripped her shoulders, not knowing whether to crush her to me or push her away. She whispered, “Lacklan…” 
 
    I growled, “I can’t…” 
 
    Downstairs, the door opened. There was a whistle and a howl and I realized the wind was rising again. The glass in the window behind me rattled. Abi’s voice called out, “Primrose! Where are you?” 
 
    Primrose closed her eyes and clenched her teeth. “Shit! That woman!” 
 
    She turned on her heel and wrenched open the door. “Yes, Mom! I’m here!” 
 
    The door slammed, cutting off Abi’s reply, but it sounded like she was asking her what she was doing upstairs. I smiled without much amusement and told myself it had been a close call. I’ve never had much time for morality. It’s too much like trying to fit square pegs in round holes. But Marni had flitted through my mind while I held Primrose, and that had troubled me. On the other hand, I told myself, if tonight was my night to die, that would have been a nice memory to take to Valhalla with me. 
 
    I returned to the bed and studied my weapons again. I had nothing like enough for a full assault, especially against an unknown target. That meant I had to divide my attack in two parts; an initial recon mission, and then an attack based on what I found. It was the only plan open to me, but it had a big drawback: it required time, and time was one thing I did not have. 
 
    So I would have to take all my weapons, do my reconnaissance, decide on an attack, and go for it. At least, I told myself, I knew my primary target—Joe Vasco. 
 
    I heard the door open behind me again and felt a stab of irritation. I turned and saw not Primrose, but her mother, standing in the doorway and looking at the weapons on the bed, like an echo of her daughter. She closed the door and stared into my face. 
 
    “What are you doing, Lacklan?” 
 
    I lied. “I’m packing to leave.” 
 
    “You can’t.” She shook her head. “You can’t do that.” 
 
    I frowned. “Why not? I have to go. Apart from anything else, Abi, I can’t put your family at risk, and as long as I am here, they are. You know that.” 
 
    She came close to me and placed her hand on my arm. “The storm. You’ll never make it. They’re saying it’s going to be heavier even than last night. You’ll have to stay, at least for the night.” 
 
    “Abi, I…” 
 
    “Lacklan, wait, what you said at the church…” 
 
    “That’s why I have to go.” 
 
    “No, wait.” She took a step closer, looked up into my face. “What do you intend to do?” 
 
    It was like a weird replay of her daughter. I wondered if they realized how alike they were. I frowned, feeling I was repeating myself. “It’s best you don’t know, Abi.” 
 
    “We have been lost, at the mercy of these men.” 
 
    “Do you know something? Abi, if there is something that you can tell me, I need to know.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No.” Then she hesitated. “I mean… We were so scared, Lacklan. We were terrified. And Al told us, if we trusted him and his men, he would take care of everything. And we trusted them…” She moved to the chair and sat, staring at the weapons on the bed. 
 
    I waited, then said, “But...” 
 
    “It was unspoken.” She looked up at me. “That’s the word, the key word, ‘unspoken’. Joe…” 
 
    “Vasco?” 
 
    She nodded. “And his men. It started with a free coffee now and then, then it was free breakfasts. Then they’d come in, in the evenings, and Joe would never pay for his drinks… It was unspoken, but it was understood that he and his men had privileges. The tradeoff was that we all knew that those privileges did not include our daughters.” 
 
    “Your husband tried to do something about it?” 
 
    She nodded again. “He didn’t like the way Joe was looking at Primrose. He didn’t like the arrangement that had been made. He’d been a soldier, like you. He was a brave man. He went to confront Joe. We found him a day later by the side of the road. He’d been hit by a truck. That was the story.” 
 
    “That’s where Sean gets his spirit from.” 
 
    She smiled at me, and there was gratitude in her eyes. “But spirit isn’t enough, is it, Lacklan? You understand that.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand that very well.” I gave a small laugh she didn’t understand, and echoed what I had said earlier to her daughter. “Some people become experts in law, or medicine, or architecture. They wouldn’t win their cases or save their patients, or build their houses on spirit alone. Making war, fighting, killing people, is just the same. It requires skill, planning, and expert execution.” 
 
    She studied my eyes for a long moment, speaking to me in a wordless language. Finally, she said, “I saw it in you from the moment you walked in, with Peggy in your arms. I knew it.” She shook her head. “You don’t need to leave. Whatever they said at the congregation, whatever Al said, I will stand beside you.” 
 
    I gave her hand a squeeze. “OK, Abi. Thank you.” I stood. “What can you tell me about the farm, about Aloysius and Karen Groves, and about her relationship with Vasco?” 
 
    She looked startled. “Very little. There are rumors about her and Joe, but I have no idea how much truth there is in them. Al is much older than Karen, and their son is very sickly and weak. They aren’t a happy family. As to the farm, I know they employ a lot of Mexican labor that comes up from Arizona. Word is it’s illegal, but he pays them a decent wage and nobody complains. Nobody ever sees them. They live and eat on the farm, so they are able to save and take the money home with them when they leave.” 
 
    “Aside from the illegals, how many men has he? How many men can Vasco count on?” 
 
    “I guess about ten men, all told.” She hesitated. “Is it true, what Sean says, that you killed Earl?” 
 
    “Earl and three others, Abi. They had instructions to kill Peggy, and then come after me.” 
 
    She gave a strange, unexpected smile. “I guess he only has six men, then.” 
 
    “I guess he has.” 
 
    She stood and came close to me. She held my face in her hands and kissed me. 
 
    “Thank you, Lacklan. Thank the Good Lord that you are here. We need you… I need you.” 
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    For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, Sean came to my rescue. I heard his door burst open down the corridor and his voice hollering my name. Abi closed her eyes and sighed. I moved past her and stepped out of the room. Sean collided with me. He looked pale with fear. 
 
    “They’re coming, Lacklan! I saw them with my binoculars! They’re coming in their trucks!” 
 
    I took hold of his shoulders and stared hard into his face. “Stay cool, focus, tell me: how many trucks?” 
 
    “Two! Two trucks.” 
 
    Two to four men. I turned to Abi, who looked as pale and scared as her son. I said, “Get out. Kitchen door, over the fence. Go to the church. Go! Now!” I turned and bellowed down the stairs, “Primrose! Here! Now!” But she had heard Sean and was already running up the stairs. I pointed toward the kitchen. “Vasco is coming. All three of you. Go. Now. Kitchen door, go to the church! Now!” 
 
    I turned back into my room, cocked one Sig, and stuck it in my waistband. I swept everything else back into my kit bag and went onto the landing. Abi and her kids had gone. I ran to the bedroom I knew was over the kitchen, opened the window, and looked down. There was nobody there, so I dropped the kit bag out and took the stairs three at a time down to the main entrance. Outside, I could hear cars pulling up. I put on my jacket, took a couple of deep breaths and saw, in my mind’s eye, the big Kiwi Sergeant I’d had in the Regiment, staring at me and growling, “Never pick a fight you are not sure you can win!” I stepped out with a hot rage building in my gut. This was a fight I could not win, so I had to move it to where I could win it. 
 
    They had stopped, forming a kind of triangle, nose to tailgate, in front of the guesthouse. There were eight of them. Two in each cab, and two riding in back. They all had shotguns. The sky had grown dark, though not as dark as night. The wind had picked up again, but was not yet a gale. The snow was heavy and drifting. They jumped down and climbed out of the cabs. I knew I had a real problem, but my main worry right then was to give Abi and the kids time to get away. I raised my hands and walked slowly along the path toward them. Vasco was not there.  
 
    I didn’t try to calibrate all of them. That was pointless. However good you are, you cannot take eight guys on your own, especially eight guys who probably wrestle bulls for fun. All you can do is reduce the odds and escape, then strike again. I selected two targets. The guy who seemed to be in charge, and the biggest guy I could see, who happened to be standing next to him, on his right—my left. 
 
    The guy in charge was at the front, just outside the gate, pointing a pump action shotgun at me. He was wearing a sheepskin jacket and a white cowboy hat. On his right was Man Mountain McCoy; six foot six of solid granite with a jaw that would break Mike Tyson’s fist, and a face completely undisturbed by thought. 
 
    I spoke to him, like he was the boss. “What do you want?” 
 
    He frowned, like he was trying to have a thought and didn’t know how. The cowboy hat answered.  
 
    “You’re coming with us, Walker. We’re going for a ride. Time for you to be moving on.” 
 
    I ignored him and kept talking to the gorilla. “I don’t want any trouble. You didn’t need to bring an army. I was just packing to leave.” 
 
    Now he looked distressed, like he had brain-ache. He glanced at his boss, who answered and sounded pissed. “Hey! I’m talking to you! Are you armed?” 
 
    I glanced at him briefly, like he wasn’t important, then answered the gorilla as I moved through the gate and into the road outside. “I have a nine millimeter. It’s in my waistband.” I still had my hands up. “I’m going to pull it out, release the clip, and put it on the ground. Are we cool?” 
 
    I waited. The cowboy hat who was supposed to be in charge was seven feet away from me, slightly to my right. The man mountain was a similar distance, slightly to my left. Just behind him was the red Toyota pickup he’d arrived in. Scattered behind the cowboy and around a Ford were the six remaining men. It was going to be tough.  
 
    The cowboy spoke in a tight voice. “You gonna talk to me, boy, or I’m gonna whip you within an inch of your goddamn life! Let me see the gun, and drop it!” 
 
    I reached behind my back very slowly. The key thing was slow down reaction time as much as possible. I had the cowboy and Man Mountain McCoy thinking about why I was talking to the gorilla instead of the boss. Now I had to make the six boys relax. I held up the Sig with my finger on the trigger guard so they could see it. I released the clip into my left hand and held both up for them to see. I gave them a second to relax. They were now sure that they were in control. I spoke to the man mountain. 
 
    “I am going to put it down.” 
 
    He was very confused as I bent slightly forward to drop the weapon in the snow. The cowboy was real mad and real determined to make me respect him. He was stepping forward when I shot him right between the eyes.  
 
    The 9 mm hollow point made a neat hole in his forehead but sprayed about twenty-seven cubic inches of blood, brains, and bone all over the six guys standing behind him. Everybody was going to be very confused for about three or four seconds, and I had a lot of work to do in that time. I had the magazine reinserted and the weapon cocked before the cowboy hit the snow. Man Mountain McCoy was gaping at his boss, still trying to have his first thought, when I shot him through the temple. Then I was running, with two seconds in which to put the trucks between me and the six guys with shotguns. 
 
    My plan was simple, and had the advantage of being what they would least expect me to do. I needed to lead them away from Abi and the kids, which meant away from the guesthouse, and away from the church. That in turn meant leading them toward the woods, where I could lose them and circle back behind the saloon and the terrace of houses, toward the plain. The last thing they would expect was for me to go to the farm. And that was exactly what I planned to do. I was going to strike at Vasco while all his men were searching for me up in the canyon. 
 
    That was my plan. 
 
    I ran four paces, turned, and ran another four paces backward, firing four shots randomly at the trucks. I smashed a windshield and popped a spotlight, then sprinted as best I could through the snow toward the cover of the trees at the foot of the north canyon wall. I heard two shotguns go off, but at that distance and in the snow they had no accuracy. 
 
    In among the trees I stopped, turned, dropped to one knee and raised my weapon. I’d expected to see six men chasing after me. Instead I saw empty snow, and in the distance the two trucks parked outside the Pioneer Guesthouse. Four men had taken cover behind the trucks, one was on a radio in the Ford, and another was aiming his weapon at the garden path, where Sean was standing in front of his mother, holding a kitchen knife, and Abi was weeping and begging him to drop it.  
 
    I went cold inside. Right there was the full impact of Sergeant Bradley’s wisdom. Sean had picked a fight he could never possibly win, and in his wild courage he had brought us all down. 
 
    My mind raced, weighing my options. If I handed myself over, all I would achieve would be to guarantee all our deaths. Also, Primrose was not there. She had been smart. She had gone to the church. So my plan was clear. Go to the back yard, collect my kit bag, ensure Primrose was safe, then cross the plain to the farm and open the gates of Hell. 
 
    That was a fight I could win. 
 
    I ran through the trees, up along the canyon until I was sure I’d be out of sight. Then I crossed the path into the southern slopes, at the height of the church, and crossed the woods till I came to the road that led down to the back of the guesthouse. There, I lay hidden among the trees, watching and listening, dissecting the sounds and the shadows. There was the sigh of the mounting wind in the pines, the distant, growing moan as it swept across the plain to the east and into the hills. There was the creaking of the boughs and the rustle of the branches, and there was another rustle that did not belong. I remained motionless, waiting, and after a moment a shadow broke from among the other shadows of the forest and slipped across the snow toward the church. I rasped, “Primrose! Here!” She stopped and turned. “It’s me, Lacklan!” 
 
    She ran unsteadily toward me. I pulled her in among the trees. She grabbed hold of me. “Mom and Sean! I lost them!” 
 
    “I know. Sean tried to take them on. Your mother went after him. Now I need you to listen really carefully. We’re going back to the guesthouse.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re going to do one of two things: they’ll either interrogate your mother and Sean at the guesthouse, or they’ll take them back to the farm. If they interrogate them, I’m going to need your help. If they leave and go back to the farm, the guesthouse is the safest place you can be, because it’s the last place they’ll look for you.” 
 
    She looked scared. She looked sick. “My help…?” 
 
    “Let’s hope it won’t come to that. Follow me.” 
 
    I led her to the edge of the tree line, past the Wrights’ house and on to the short path that led from the church road to Main Street. I hunkered down at the corner and peered around. Through the heavily falling flakes, I could see the lights from the Toyota on the snow and two guys leaning on the hood watching the woods where I had disappeared. They couldn’t see me, but I covered them anyway and signaled Primrose to run quietly to the back yard of the guesthouse. She managed that without making a sound and I signaled her to wait. 
 
    I’d seen one of those guys talking on a radio earlier, and I wanted to know what they had talked about and, above all, who they’d been talking to. I moved across the path to the guesthouse wall and slid silently along till I came to the corner. The answer to my questions came almost immediately. There was a man talking. 
 
    “We checked out the whole house, Joe, there ain’t nobody here. We checked the back yard and there were footprints leadin’ to the fence. I reckon Primrose upped and ran, vaulted the fence.” 
 
    Vasco’s voice came back. “They ain’t got nowhere to go. They gotta come back here. Pete, you put the truck over there, down by the side of the saloon. Leave everything just as it is, door open and everything. You and Davie go and wait inside. Primrose is gonna come back. It’s gonna look like we left, see? When she does, you take her and you keep her here. I got something special in mind for her. If that son of a bitch Walker comes back, you shoot him, y’hear? You don’t mess around or try an’ bring him in. You just shoot him dead. And make sure he’s dead.” 
 
    “OK, Boss. We got it.” 
 
    “All right! Let’s get back to the farm before this storm gets any worse. I think this pretty lady has something she wants to tell me. Ain’t that right, Abi?” 
 
    Pete had climbed in the Toyota and was driving it across the road. He pulled in down the side of the saloon and disappeared from view. There was a lot of movement. I heard somebody, presumably Davie, go inside the guesthouse. Then, six truck doors slammed. I figured the Ford and a four-door, maybe the Jeep I’d borrowed the day before. That was eight men: Pete and Davie, and six who’d got into the vehicles. Then there were boots clattering into the back of a pickup. Two, maybe three men. So I was facing ten or twelve men; more than I had expected. I ran back along the path to where Primrose was waiting.  
 
    “Two men inside. They’ve taken Sean and your mother to the farm.” 
 
    She pointed to a damson tree with branches overhanging the road. I pulled myself up into the lower branches, slipped across the fence, and dropped into the back yard, twenty feet from the kitchen. The kitchen light was off, but there was light seeping through from the living room. Primrose slipped down beside me. I signaled her to be quiet and stay by the tree. The snow was falling heavier and the poor visibility, plus the partial frosting on the glass, were going to play in my favor. I crossed the garden, crouched down seven feet from the door, and got a good, clear look into the kitchen, just as Pete closed the door into the living room. I smiled. It was a cold evening. He wanted to keep the warmth in. 
 
    I was going to let the cold in. I was going to ice them. 
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    Man’s biggest enemy when he is fighting for his life is his brain’s instinct to predict what is going to happen next. It’s one of the reasons Zen advocates the empty mind. The empty mind is not a fancy spiritual state of consciousness. It’s a very difficult state to achieve and takes years of training, and consists simply in not thinking, not predicting what is going to happen next, so that you can react instantly, without having to work it out or make sense of it. 
 
    Pete and Davie obviously hadn’t been attending the local Independence Zen workshops. When I stepped into the kitchen and moved to the living room door, I could hear them inside, sitting in front of the fire, predicting what Primrose and I would undoubtedly do. 
 
    “There ain’t no way they’s coming back here, Davie. He’s smart. He holed up in them woods waitin’ for us to go after him. She went out back, you saw the footprints. She went over the fence and circled ’round through the woods to meet up with him. What he’s gonna do is hole up in a barn, wait out the storm, steal a truck, and git the hell out here with the girl. ’s what I’d do.” 
 
    Davie wheezed a laugh. “Can’t say I disagree with you, Pete. I’ll tell ya! I’d sure like to get that Primrose alone. Boy! You see that ass? I can’t blame him for takin’ off with her.” 
 
    Pete laughed. “We’ll, least we got an easy evenin’ ahead. You reckon she’s got some beer in the kitchen…?” 
 
    I figured I’d heard enough intellectually-challenged conversation for one night and I opened the door and stepped in. They had predicted I was holed up in a barn making hay with Primrose. So it made no sense at all that I should walk in through the kitchen door. Unarmed, it made even less sense. Their brains needed time to process and readjust to the new data. It was only a couple of seconds, but it only takes a quarter of a second to kill somebody. 
 
    Pete was in an armchair, sideways to me. Davie was in front of me in the other chair. They were both gaping. I had taken two strides before they reacted. Pete fumbled for his shotgun while he tried to stand, which meant his guard was down and the side of his head was exposed. My right fist caught him full in the ear and sent him crashing over the side of the chair. By the time I got around, Davie was on his feet with the barrel of his weapon aimed straight at my belly. He was six feet away, which put the barrel just within reach. He pulled the trigger as I leaned to the left and stepped forward. The pellets ripped at my jacket. I levered the shotgun up and grabbed it with both hands. He wrestled me for it and I smashed my boot into the side of his right knee. His face went white and his eyes bulged. I used his hands as a pivot and rammed the butt of the shotgun into his jaw. His eyes rolled and, as he slumped, I took hold of the back of his head and his jaw. 
 
    You don’t twist to the side like they do in the movies. All that does is cure a headache. You yank the back of the head hard to the side, and push up hard on the jaw. That breaks the neck. I let him go and he folded to the floor.  
 
    Pete was tough. When I turned around, he was on his feet. His eyes weren’t focusing all that well, but he was ready to make a fight of it. He threw a right jab. I stepped left and leaned away from it, and in the same movement put my left forearm against his elbow. Then with savage speed and force I brought my right arm up against his wrist. I felt his elbow crunch. His bicep ripped and he screamed. I didn’t stop. I gripped his wrist and pushed hard on the broken joint. He sprawled face down on the floor, screaming and gibbering, trying to beg me to stop. I did. I let go of his arm. It flopped to the floor, horribly twisted. I shifted my left foot and slammed the blade of my right into the back of his neck. I felt the vertebrae crunch and, apart from a few twitches in his feet, he went quiet. His fighting days were over. 
 
    I turned to call Primrose. She was standing in the doorway watching me. She looked like she’d just swallowed a pint of last week’s clams. 
 
    I said, “I’m sorry you had to see that. You should have waited till I called you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “That’s not how we do things. I thought you might need help.” 
 
    I couldn’t restrain the smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    I searched in Pete’s pocket and found the keys to the Toyota.  
 
    Outside, the sky had gone black. I didn’t know what time it was, but it was dark as night. The wind was blowing hard from the north and lashing the snow like rain against my face. I struggled across the small square and down the side of the saloon. The Toyota was there. The windshield I had shattered with a shot had been kicked out and removed, and the seat and the dash were spattered with snow. I climbed in and reversed it, with difficulty, back to the guesthouse. Then I went in, dragged Pete and Davie, or what was left of them, out to the street and, with Primrose’s help, heaved them into the back of the 4X4. After that, I collected my kit bag from the back yard where I’d thrown it and slung it on the passenger seat. 
 
    I knew the road from the depot to the farm had been cleared of snow the day before, I just hoped the Toyota would get me as far as the depot. Primrose took hold of my collar and turned me to face her. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’ll go to the farm and get your mother and Sean back.” 
 
    She searched my face for a moment. “And then?” 
 
    “Then I’ll make Vasco pay for everything he’s done.” 
 
    “Let me come with you, Lacklan. Let me help.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.” 
 
    “If you die, I want to go down with you. If you live, when you leave, I want to go with you.” 
 
    I grabbed hold of her shoulders. There was a hot, wild excitement inside me which I fought to control. I growled, “No! Stay here, Primrose, stay safe. I will come back and I’ll bring your mother and Sean with me…” I hesitated, then shook my head. “I don’t want you hurt… Go inside and wait for me.” 
 
    I clambered into the cab, slammed the door and, with the lights off, began the slow descent toward the depot. For a mile and a half, the snow was deep, and a layer of ice had formed under it, covering the road and causing the truck to slide and swerve as I moved forward, forcing me to crawl at a snail’s pace, with the freezing wind lashing at my face through the yawning hole where the windshield should have been. It took me almost ten minutes to get to the turn off to the depot. And there, something made me stop and stare. Suddenly, the place looked incongruous, absurd, with its high wall, its gate, and a snow plow clearing the path during a blizzard. A path for what?  
 
    I remembered the ten-wheeler truck I’d seen leaving, headed south. I tried to see in my mind what lay south. South was just desert: hundreds of miles of desert, and route 400, which turned west near the end of the Humboldt Range to connect with the I-80, just north of Lovelock. Whether you were going southwest to California or northeast, it made more sense to turn left and north at that junction. It made no sense at all to turn south. 
 
    I didn’t know right then why it was important, but I knew, with absolute certainty, that it was. I spun the wheel and turned off the road and down the track, bumping, sliding, and skidding toward the structure. I pulled up outside the gate and swung down from the cab, wincing in the icy wind, shielding my eyes with my hands, and made my way around the hood. The gale whistled in the pylons and groaned over the plain, raising great clouds of snow and rattling the wooden fence. The gate was padlocked. I pulled my Sig from my waistband and put a round into it. It came loose and I put my shoulder to the boards, forcing it open. 
 
    I found myself in a broad yard stacked with heavy-duty plastic drums, about four feet tall and three feet across. At a rough estimate, I guessed there must have been at least a couple hundred of them, maybe twice that number. In the poor visibility, with the darkness and the blizzard, it was hard to tell. I waded through the snow, struggling to keep my footing against the wind, and came to the closest of the drums. The lid was sealed on with steel bands. Whatever was in them, it sure as hell wasn’t carrots. I took my Sig again and shot off the two bands, then unclipped the lid and pried it off. I shielded my eyes and stared. It was full of dirt. I reached in with my gloved hand and grabbed some to look at it more closely. It was coarse dirt. 
 
    I stood back and stared at the rest of them, stacked three high, five deep against the fence. Why? Why would you store tens, maybe hundreds of tons of dirt like that? I looked at the shed. It was huge, and suddenly I was wondering, if outside there were hundreds of drums of dirt, what the hell was on the inside? And as I wondered that, I saw there was a window, high up on the near side, and in it I caught a glimpse, a dim reflection, of light. 
 
    I explored further and found that there was a huge, steel roller blind at the north end, and a wooden door on the far side, away from the gate. I struggled over to it. It was locked, and at the top and bottom of the door, there were also deadbolts.  
 
    On the outside. 
 
    I slid back the bolts, took my Swiss Army knife from my pocket, rammed it in the lock, and, with my Sig in my right hand, I eased the door open. 
 
    More than a barn, it was a huge hangar, easily fifty feet across and at least seventy feet long. The ceiling was high, maybe twenty feet, supported by an A-frame of rafters. Here, inside the hangar, there were also drums stacked against the walls, three and four high, five and six deep. But what struck me most, as I took it in, was the peculiar structure against the wall in the far right-hand corner. Made of drums, it formed a kind of pen, or enclosure, with blankets laid across the top as a roof. And through an opening, about four feet across and five feet high, I could make out the unmistakable wavering light of fire. I wasn’t exactly surprised. A deadbolt on the outside of the door can only mean one thing: you want to keep somebody on the inside. 
 
    I closed the door and walked slowly toward the enclosure, keeping my gun trained on the opening. There was total silence. When I was ten feet away, I said, “Whoever you are in there, come out with your hands in the air.” 
 
    After a moment, there was a slight movement, a rustling, and then a pair of feet in Nike trainers appeared, followed by a pair of filthy jeans, and then the torso and the head of a man, probably in his late thirties, ducked out. He had black hair and olive skin, and two got you twenty he was one of Aloysius Groves’ illegal Mexican employees; and this was his fair and equitable food and lodging. I beckoned him out and pointed at the portal through which he had emerged. 
 
    “Are there more of you in there?” 
 
    He shrugged and shook his head, looking back at the opening. Another face appeared, this time a woman, probably also in her mid-thirties. She came out too and I took a step closer, peering in. I caught a glimpse of bodies, legs, people sitting, cramped together in firelight, improvising warmth against the storm. 
 
    I slipped my gun back in my waistband and said, “Amigo.” I put my hand on my chest and repeated. “Amigo.” I pointed over at the enclosure. “Cuantos? Cuantos hombres y mujeres?” How many men and women? They looked at each other, wary, but afraid and beaten down. The fear was written large in their eyes. The man spoke. 
 
    “Cien, cincuenta hombres, cincuenta mujeres. Somos familias. El lo quiso así.” 
 
    My Spanish is poor, but I knew enough to get it: there were a hundred of them, fifty men and fifty women. Families. And from what I could make out, ‘el lo quiso así’ meant, ‘He wanted it that way.’ 
 
    Slowly, one by one, others began to emerge, most of them in their mid to late thirties. 
 
    I frowned, shaking my head, telling them with my face that I didn’t understand. “Quien?” I asked. “Quien lo quiso así?” Who wanted it that way? 
 
    “El jefe. El señor capataz, el señor Vasco…” 
 
    Vasco. Vasco wanted it that way. 
 
    Why? 
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    They tried to tell me. They tried to explain, and they bombarded me with questions, too, streaming from the small opening in the enclosure in their dozens, gathering around me, grabbing hold of me and talking all at the same time: was I a cop? Was I immigration? Was I FBI? Who was I? Why was I there? They wanted to go home. 
 
    I tried to tell them I didn’t speak Spanish, I was not a cop or a Fed, but they weren’t listening. They were talking, terrified, clamoring, begging, pulling at my sleeves, clawing at my arms. I backed away toward the door, signaling with my hands that they should stay, and be quiet. Gradually, they stopped, fell silent, and stood, a small, frightened, bewildered crowd in the middle of a vast, frozen hangar, with the flickering light of the flames behind them. 
 
    “Esperen aquí,” I said. “Con el fuego. Volveré.” Stay here, with the fire. I will be back. 
 
    I stepped into the freezing gale and, pulling up my collar and hugging my jacket close around me, I struggled back the truck. My mind was in a whirl, but I had no time to think it through. I fired up the engine and drove slowly back to the road, not daring to go above six or seven miles an hour. Every time the needle edged toward ten, the wheels began to spin and the truck skidded and slewed on the ice beneath the snow. 
 
    Finally, I made it to the blacktop, Route 400. Already it was beginning to disappear under a thick, white blanket. The entrance to the farm on the other side was invisible among the billowing clouds of white flakes, but I had a fair idea of where it was. I crawled onto the road, pointed the nose of the truck at where I thought it should be, and gently pressed the gas. The truck trundled forward and gradually the white wall, and the big white arch, emerged from the blackness at the end of a short driveway, among the mist of wind-blown snow. When I was sure I was lined up with the center, I floored the pedal and rammed nearly four thousand pounds of truck right through the big, iron gate.  
 
    It gave and I slithered and slewed through to the sound of screeching, tortured metal. Any other day and the noise would have been heard for miles, but with that gale blowing, the crashing, grinding, and scraping of iron and steel was lost, blown away on the wind. 
 
    I continued for fifty or sixty yards up the driveway toward the house, but eventually the truck skidded on the frozen track and buried itself nose-first in a snowdrift. It was good enough. I grabbed my kit bag and jumped down from the cab. Squinting and wiping the freezing flakes from my eyes, I made out the glimmer of light from the farmhouse windows. I shouldered my bag and started to trudge through the drifts toward the lights. Nobody tried to stop me. There were no shouts, no dogs, no spotlights, no gunfire.  
 
    The house turned out to be a big, mock Georgian manor. At the front there was a gabled portico supported by Greco-Roman columns. But at the back, where there should have been a landscaped, formal garden, instead, maybe fifty yards away, there was a complex that looked like stables, a barn, and some kind of living quarters for the hands. I figured the fields and the crops were further back, made invisible by the storm. 
 
    I didn’t pause or hesitate.  
 
    Vasco was confident he had me. He had a dozen men, and his opponents were a teenage girl and a single man, struggling to survive in a blizzard out in the wilderness. But the SAS is founded on the principle that a single man can sometimes do more damage than an entire army, if he knows what he is doing. To say I knew what I was doing might be to overstate the case. I was making it up as I went along. But I knew that when the time came, I would know what to do. That single man struggling to survive in a blizzard was now wading through the snow up to his kitchen door, with murderous intent. 
 
    He hadn’t posted perimeter guards because of the blizzard, and the ones he had posted inside the house were, like him, confident that their enemy was either freezing to death or being shot to death back at the guesthouse. I stood back from the light and peered through the kitchen window. It was hard to make out details, my eyes were watering from the freezing wind, and the glass was frosted with ice, but I could see a guy sitting at a large, pine table, watching something on a small TV. On the table beside him was an automatic. One here, another presumably at the front door. How many more? 
 
    I turned and looked over my shoulder. There was the long building that looked like the living quarters for the hands. There was light filtering out of the windows. Some of his men, at least, were in there. There was only one thing to do. I couldn’t stay put in those temperatures much longer. I had to go inside. I buried my kit bag under a drift, walked up to the door, and banged. The guard’s logical assumption would be that it was one of the hands. Usually your mortal enemies don’t come up and knock on your kitchen door in the middle of a blizzard. 
 
    I saw him turn and look. He got up, picked up his piece and walked over to the door, looking over his shoulder at the TV and laughing as he went. I pulled my Sig and cocked it, and aimed at where his head was going to be. I wanted to shoot him while I was outside where the gale would muffle the sound. 
 
    The door opened and he stood staring with his mouth open. I said, “Make a sound and I’ll blow the back of your head off. Do as I say and you’ll wake up alive tomorrow.” 
 
    He closed his mouth. 
 
    I said, “Step outside and throw your weapon in the snow.” 
 
    He did as I said and held up his hands. 
 
    I asked him, “How many inside the house?” 
 
    He wasn’t about to be a hero. “Mr. Groves and his wife and the boy, me and Phil in the entrance hall. All the other boys are in the lodgings over yonder.” He indicated the long building I’d pegged as the living quarters. “Look, mister, we never meant no harm. It’s just…” 
 
    “Can it. What about Abi and the boy?” 
 
    “They’re upstairs, safe and sound…” 
 
    I shot him between the eyes, picked up his piece—a 9mm Taurus, Beretta look-alike—stepped inside, and closed the door. A burst of canned laughter greeted me, like what I’d done was funny. I stood in the middle of the terra cotta-tiled floor and listened. The kitchen was big, spacious. Outside, I could hear the moan of the wind, with an occasional high whistle. There was the babble from the TV, the hum of the large, silver fridge, and nothing else. 
 
    I moved toward the door that gave on to the rest of the house. I had no idea of the layout or if the exit from the kitchen would take me past the hall and Phil. I eased it open and peered out. Still no sound. I was looking down a passageway toward a beveled column, a large fern, and a white, marble floor that seemed to open to the right. Opposite me was a wall that, after a moment, I realized was the side of a staircase that rose to the upper floor. That meant the column and the fern were in the hall. 
 
    I slipped my Sig in my waistband and drew my knife from my boot. Then I moved very slowly along the passage. Step by step, the hall came into view. It was spacious and absurdly ornate, with a statue of Eros in the centre of a circular floor. Imitation Louis XV furniture with gilded legs stood against the walls, and ferns were positioned beside multiple, unnecessary Greek pillars. It was like the lobby of a gaudy, nineteenth-century hotel. 
 
    Seated with his back to me in one of the Louis XV chairs was a man in his late twenties. He had no TV to watch, so I guess, in desperation, he had picked up a book. He seemed to be absorbed in it. I paused and listened. There were still no sounds. I took two long, silent steps that brought me beside the column just behind the fern. He was six feet away, with his head slightly inclined, looking down at the book in his lap. He was angled slightly to the left, facing the door. The fern would be in my way, making it awkward, but it was doable. 
 
    I slid my left foot forward, brought my right level. He was now three feet away, and I acted swiftly and brutally. I took another step with my left foot, clamped my left hand over his mouth and nose and simultaneously rammed two inches of the blade into the vertebrae in his neck, an inch below where they meet the skull. Bleeding was minimal, but it severed all communication between his brain and the rest of his body, including his vital organs. His heart stopped, his diaphragm stopped, what air he had in his lungs hissed out, he could not scream.  
 
    I left him looking at his book with dead eyes and ran silently up the stairs to the galleried landing that overlooked the hall. It extended in two passages from left to right and led to bedrooms on either side. At the end of each passage there was a sharp, right angle bend toward the back of the building, where the two wings formed a kind of horseshoe. I moved to the right and out of sight, and again stopped to listen. This time, I heard the faint murmur of voices. 
 
    I moved slowly, pausing after each step, homing in on the sound. It grew steadily louder until I came to a door at the end of the corridor, by the corner. I couldn’t make out the words they were speaking, but it was a man and a woman. The woman’s voice was soothing, gentle. The man’s voice was whining, complaining. It wasn’t Abi and Sean, so it must be Karen and the boy, Arnold. I had no use for them, so I moved on, around the bend. At the far end there was a window, black glass smeared with snow, in the walls, and two more doors: one in the far wall; the other, by its position, must give on to the same room where I could hear the murmured conversation.  
 
    The far room was empty, and I was about to return and explore the other wing when a noise made me stop. It was a voice, clear and distinct, coming from the room where Karen and Arnold were. I froze. He must be right by the door.  
 
    “Mommy, please talk to Daddy. I really miss her and I want her to come and visit me…” 
 
    Then the unmistakable sound of a toilet lid being put down and water flushing. A door closed and the talk was muffled. Clearly it was an en suite with a door to the passage. The words he’d spoken intrigued me and a gut feeling told me that what I had listened to was important. I tried the handle. The door was locked, but thirty seconds with my Swiss Army knife changed that and I slipped in and closed the door softly behind me. There was another door opposite that led into the bedroom itself. It had an old-fashioned keyhole and I knelt down and peered through. I couldn’t see much, but there was a large bed on the right, and to the left I could make out some armchairs in front of an open fireplace. I figured they were fifteen or twenty feet away and were turned with their backs to me, facing the fire at an angle. I could risk easing the door open a few inches. I turned the handle and pulled. Karen was speaking. 
 
    “Sweetheart, there are things you can’t always understand and it’s best to leave those things up to Mommy and Daddy. And sometimes, the people you want to be with and play with…” 
 
    “I don’t play anymore, Mommy, you know that! I’m twenty years old now!” 
 
    He laughed and she answered with a smiling voice. “To me you’ll always be my special baby boy. And even if you are a big man now, you still you have to realize that you are not just any man, you’re Arnold Groves! And that makes you special. That means you can’t just have any old person coming to visit you.” 
 
    They were quiet for a moment. Then, he said, “But, I used to have friends come and play…” 
 
    “Well, that was when you were a child, Arnold, honey, and it’s different when you’re a child.” 
 
    His voice turned resentful. “Everything changed when Joe came to live with us. He ruined everything. I don’t like Joe!” 
 
    “Now I don’t want you talking like that about Uncle Joe. He’s our special friend and he helps Daddy a lot. Why, I don’t know what we’d do without Uncle Joe!” 
 
    “He takes all my friends away…” There was silence, then he added, with a bitter twist in his voice, “He takes you away!” 
 
    “Now, Arnold! That is not true! I don’t want you talking like that! Nobody will ever take me away from you! Ever! You hear me, mister?” 
 
    “I guess…” He didn’t sound very convinced. 
 
    “Now, I think it’s time for you to have a little lie down and a rest. What do you think?” 
 
    I glanced at my watch. It was barely eight thirty. I heard Arnold’s voice, still sulking. “OK. Will you stay till I’m asleep, and sing to me?” 
 
    “Of course I will, my darling. You’re still Mommy’s baby boy. Come on, sweetheart, I’ll help you to the bed.” 
 
    I saw her stand and bend over him. He stood too, apparently with difficulty, and then they moved across the room, toward the bed and out of view. After a moment, I heard her start to sing. He said, in a sleepy voice, “I do wish Prim could come and visit me, Mommy. She’s so pretty and sweet…” 
 
    But she ignored him and kept on singing. I pulled the door closed and slipped into the corridor again. There, I leaned against the wall and slowly slid down to sit on the floor. My mind was racing: the men and women in the depot, Arnold and Karen, and Joe and the snow plow… It all began to make some kind of horrible sense. 
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    I heard the door open around the corner and rose silently to my feet. I heard her steps move briskly along the landing and then thud softly down the stairs. I had to decide quickly whether to follow her or find Abi and Sean. I decided I knew to within five rooms where they were, and all of a sudden I was very curious to hear more of what Karen had to say. I followed her. 
 
    I moved to the top of the stairs and watched her reach the hall and walk past Phil without looking at him. She crossed the tiled floor, her heels tapping loudly, knocked on a tall, walnut door, waited a moment, and went in. I took the steps three at a time, wondering how I was going to manage to eavesdrop on their conversation. I moved silently to the door and listened. All I could make out was a muffled exchange that sounded vaguely irritable. Then suddenly Aloysius’ voice was getting louder and I realized he was approaching.  
 
    On my right there was a column with the bust of somebody who looked Greek and wise, like his name should have been Platocrates. Beyond it was one of those mock Louis XV sofas. Two long strides took me past them both and I crouched down as the door opened. Aloysius came out on his long, stiff legs with his odd, jerky walk. He was talking and he didn’t sound happy.  
 
    “Why you can’t tend to the boy is beyond me. Don’t I do enough for him as it is?” 
 
    She followed him across the hall and up the stairs. Phil kept on reading. She was saying, “Really, Al, all he wants is for you to tell him he’ll be able to play with Prim soon…” 
 
    “He’s twenty years old, for God’s sake, Karen! And the girl must be that age herself! They don’t play anymore!” 
 
    “You know what I mean, Al. Don’t be grouchy. I have a headache. Just promise him…” 
 
    “I can’t promise him! It’s out of the question…!” 
 
    They moved onto the landing and their voices trailed away toward the bedroom. I slipped across the floor and silently crossed Phil’s right leg over his left and turned a couple of pages. I was flying by the seat of my pants and I knew it, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t be thorough. I went back to the walnut door, opened it, and went in. It was a library-cum-study. A fire was burning in a marble, mock-Georgian fireplace. A couple of old leather armchairs and a sofa that looked authentic stood around it. Beyond, there was a heavy oak desk, and beyond that heavy, burgundy drapes were drawn across what I assumed were glass doors out onto a garden. 
 
    I had a quick look at his desk, but there was nothing worth seeing and the drawers were locked. I was aware I was running out of time. Sooner or later, somebody was going to realize Phil was dead and raise the alarm. My priority was to get Abi and Sean out of there and after that, do what damage I could to Vasco and his men. But something was telling me I needed to listen to Karen and Al. They had something to tell me. Something important. So, the guards were dead, why not just put a gun to their heads and make them talk? 
 
    Because they wouldn’t. It was just instinct, but I knew that whatever their story was, they would rather die than let me in on it. 
 
    I heard their voices again coming down the stairs. I stepped quickly behind the drapes and nestled in where they met the bookcase. She was talking as they opened the door. Her voice was tight with anxiety.  
 
    “Maybe he should see a doctor, Al. He just seems to be getting so weak…” 
 
    “No! I am adamant on this, Karen. It is out of the question. We take care of our own. We always have. Close the damn door, woman!” I heard the door close and he continued. “We see to his needs, we feed him and care for him, but if the Good Lord sees fit to take him while he is young, then so be it!” 
 
    “Oh, Al! Don’t say that!” 
 
    His voice rasped at her, “He’s weak! He’s feeble! There are days he can barely stand on his own feet! What quality of life is that for the boy? He barely eats or drinks, he can’t have a normal relationship… That’s not a life!” 
 
    “But Al, that’s not true! That’s a wicked thing to say! There are days when he can walk if I help him. You saw him when we went to poor Peggy’s service. He was quite lively! And those days make it worthwhile. What does he want women for? He has me! He gets so much joy from a little bit of affection…” 
 
    He growled, “It’s not natural! You’re blind…” 
 
    “Not natural? What are you talking about? He loves his mother! Of course that’s natural! He doesn’t like filthy harlots! Or these tramps from the village! And neither do I! In his heart he is still a child. Is it natural to let your own son die!” 
 
    “Be silent, woman!” There was a loud knock at the door. He roared, “Come in!” 
 
    I heard it open and there was a heavy tread of boots before it closed again. I had my Sig in my hand, but the new voice, Vasco’s, didn’t say anything about Phil or the unattended kitchen. Instead, he said, “We ain’t heard nothing from Pete yet. Weather’s getting pretty wild and I can’t see them staying out in this. They won’t live long if they do.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    “Either they’re dead or he’s killed Pete and Davie.” 
 
    “Those are not the only two options, Joe. He may have sought refuge in a barn, or he may have stolen a vehicle and tried to make a getaway.” 
 
    Vasco snorted. “If he’s done that, he’s sure as hell dead. I guess he may be holed up in a barn, but the nearest barns are at least a mile from Independence. I can’ see it myself.” 
 
    It was Karen who answered him. “Either way, there is nothing we can do till the blizzard passes. It should have eased by the morning. Then you take the plow and clear the road not just to the depot, but to the Pioneer. Take men. If you see this Walker character, shoot him on sight. Shoot Prim too.” 
 
    “Uh-uh, Prim is for me.” 
 
    “I want her dead!” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it. I’ll deal with it.” 
 
    Al cut in, “The way you’re dealing with Abi and the boy? Why are they still alive? They are a liability. This whole situation is getting out of hand, Joe. Instead of containing it, you’re turning it into a catastrophe.” 
 
    There was something dangerous in Joe’s voice when he answered. It was low and quiet. “Take it easy, Aloysius, I know what I’m doing. Word in the village is that Abi and this guy were getting sweet on each other…” 
 
    “In two days?” 
 
    “It happens. Either way, we’ve got nothing to lose. If it’s true, we may have an edge over him while we hold her.” 
 
    “If he hasn’t shown up by tomorrow morning, I want her dead. You take the plow to the Pioneer. If he and Prim are not there, you start a search, house by house, room by room, barn by barn. You find them!” 
 
    “OK…” 
 
    “Meanwhile, we clear the road to Rochdale.” He was silent a moment, then, as though distracted, “It may do Arn some good to go to Rochdale, too. Maybe that’s what he needs...” He paused again, then snapped, “I need those damned Mexicans working! They are costing me fucking money just sitting there on their skinny fucking asses! Clear the road, then you take Abi and the boy to Rochdale and you fucking bury them there! Walker or no Walker! You understand?” 
 
    “Keep your hair on, old man. Don’t shout at me. It upsets my digestion.” 
 
    “Don’t be impertinent!” 
 
    There was a strained silence for all of five seconds, counted slow, then Vasco’s voice, low, “I’ll see to it, old man, but tomorrow, we’re going to sit down and talk about a new arrangement. I figure, the risks and responsibilities I take, I deserve a bigger cut of the cake. What do you say, Karen? You think I deserve a bite of that cherry…?” 
 
    There was a nasty leer in his voice. She snapped, “Stop it, Joe!” But there wasn’t much conviction in her voice. “Let’s stop this before it gets out of hand. You have your orders…” 
 
    There was a snort. “Yeah, I have my orders…” 
 
    I heard his boots cross the floor and the door open. I heard Karen’s voice, subdued, “You want to take Arn to Rochdale…?” 
 
    Al’s voice came back, heavy and dull. “It may be what he needs.” 
 
    I was waiting for the door to close but it didn’t. 
 
    “I don’t like it. He’s so weak at the moment. It’s so cold…” 
 
    “It’ll do him good. He always feels better after a visit.” 
 
    She said again, “I don’t like…” 
 
    Suddenly he roared, “Is everybody going to argue with every damned decision I take today?” 
 
    “No, Al, no, I’m sorry…” 
 
    In the background I could hear Vasco calling, “Hey! Phil! You gonna turn that page or you gonna stare at it all night?” I heard his heels on the tiled floor, and his voice farther away, “Hey! Phil! What’s the matter with you…?” 
 
    I had to decide, attack or run? 
 
    Vasco’s voice bellowed, “Holy mother of…! Jesus Christ! He’s fucking dead!” 
 
    I could come out from behind the drapes, kill Vasco. Karen and Al would be easy to deal with. Or I could step out through the French doors I was leaning against, and follow them tomorrow to Rochdale. But while I was debating it, I heard Vasco shouting, “He’s in the house! He’s in the fucking house!” And then there was the crackle of a radio and Vasco’s voice again, “He’s in the house! Get your asses here now! Now! Now! Cover the back doors and the front! Now!” 
 
    Then Al was shouting, “Abi! Abi! Upstairs! Quick!” 
 
    They ran from the room and I heard their feet clattering up the stairs. Through the glass panes on the French doors I could see the lights streaming from the open door of the lodgings, and the dancing black silhouettes of the men pouring out of it. 
 
    I had one option. Pursue them upstairs, kill Joe Vasco, use Al as a hostage. I stepped out from behind the drapes and ran silently across the study and then the hall, up the stairs and onto the landing. Down to the left I saw an open door. Karen was standing in it with light bathing her face. She was looking over Al’s shoulder. Al was scowling. From within, I could hear Joe’s voice. “Where is he?” 
 
    And Abi’s weeping. “I don’t know!” 
 
    I sprinted toward them, raising my gun. Karen turned and stared at me. Her eyes went wide and she screamed hysterically, “He’s here!” 
 
    Then Al was being dragged into the bedroom by the scruff of his neck. I heard Abi’s voice screaming and as I opened my mouth to shout, “Give it up or Karen dies!” Joe Vasco burst out of the room, dragging Abi with a .44 semi-automatic pointed at her head. 
 
    He was sneering. “Go ahead, shoot her. It makes no damn odds to me. But if you don’t drop your weapon by the count of three, the lady gets it, and then the boy.” 
 
    I looked into the room. Al had Sean by the hair, and he was holding an automatic at his head. 
 
    Checkmate. I might shoot Vasco, or I might shoot Al, but I couldn’t get them both and guarantee Abi and Sean’s survival. I’d been outmaneuvered. And now I was probably going to be shot. I held up my hands, showed him the gun and laid it on the floor. Vasco glanced at Karen, who was shaking badly. He jerked his head at me and said, “Frisk him.” 
 
    She approached me with fear in her eyes. She found the Taurus in my jacket and the Fairbairn & Sykes in my boot. She handed them to Vasco. He inspected them and scowled at me. “This is Julio’s gun.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need it now.”  
 
    There was rage in his face. “I ought to gut you right now…” 
 
    I looked deep into his eyes. “Yeah, you ought to. Use my knife.” 
 
    He took a step but Al snapped at him, “No! It’s too risky. Lock him up, with the woman and the boy. We’ll dispose of them tomorrow at Rochdale.” Downstairs, there were feet running. The boys had arrived. Al came out of the room and shouted, “Up here!” Then to Vasco, he said, “We’ll keep four guards on him at all times. If he steps outside that door, shoot him dead, along with the woman and the boy.” He stared into my eyes. “You got that?” 
 
    I nodded at him. I’d got it. I also knew he’d made the biggest mistake of his life. He should have killed me while he had the chance. Now I was going to kill him. 
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    The room was a smaller version of Arnold’s room, only the bed was a large four-poster. Like Arnold’s room, it had chairs arranged around a fireplace, though there was no fire burning in it. Drapes were drawn across a broad window that overlooked the back of the house. Abi was sitting on the bed, with the fingers of her right hand held over her mouth. She was struggling to control her sobs. Sean was sitting next to her with his arm around her, comforting her, though I could see from his expression that he was fighting hard not to cry himself. 
 
    I eased back the drapes and examined the window. It was triple-glazed and locked, and from what I could see, even if I could get it open, it was a twenty or thirty foot drop into the unknown. I turned and looked at the door. Outside, I could hear four guys drawing up chairs and a table further along on the landing, at the top of the stairs, so they could play cards and block our escape at the same time. Again, even if I could get the damn door open, I’d give them plenty of warning and I’d be unarmed against four men with guns and grudges. So far I had accounted for six of their guys—that they were aware of—and that made up a lot of grudges. 
 
    I turned and looked at Abi. Her sobs were subsiding. I said, “Why don’t you go and sit in the chair, I’ll make us a fire.” 
 
    She looked at me with puffy, red eyes. “There are no logs…” 
 
    I smiled. “I know where to get some.” 
 
    She frowned and looked around, but stood and went with Sean over to the chairs. I grabbed hold of the mattress and heaved it and the bedding off the bed, exposing the wooden structure. The posts were held to the main frame by large, iron bolts. Once I had loosened one of them, a few good kicks broke the post free, and the slats that formed the base on which the mattress rested snapped easily when I stamped on them. They made excellent kindling. Abi and Sean were looking at me like I was insane. I ignored them and kicked off a second post, then laid both across a stack of kindling and set fire to it with my Zippo. 
 
    Once it was burning, I sat cross-legged on the floor and gazed at the flames for a moment.  
 
    “Abi, Sean.” I turned to face them. “I want you both to listen real carefully to me. I have been in situations a lot worse than this one, and I have come out alive.” I smiled. “Sometimes bruised, a couple of times injured, but always alive. Now I am giving you my solemn promise, we are going to survive this. I am not going to let anything happen to you two, or to Primrose.” 
 
    Abi said, “Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s safe.” 
 
    “Lacklan, he must have a dozen men…” 
 
    “Less than that now.” 
 
    She paused, staring at me like she didn’t know whether to love me or fear me. Her voice was incredulous, but there was hope in it, too. “How can you stop them?” 
 
    “Leave that to me.” I turned to Sean. “Now, Sean, I have very precise orders for you, OK? I know you’re brave and tough and resourceful, but I need you to be disciplined, too.” 
 
    He frowned, like he didn’t like that idea so much. “Disciplined?” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s the toughest thing to learn, but it’s what makes the difference between a brave soldier and a great warrior. It doesn’t just mean following orders, any sheep can do that.” He smiled, he liked that more. “It means keeping a cool head and doing what you know you need to do, to win.”  
 
    I waited a moment for that to sink in. He liked the sound of winning, so he nodded. “OK.” 
 
    “And that,” I said, “means that sometimes you have to walk away from a fight, no matter how much you want to beat the guy up.”  
 
    His cheeks flushed red. “Yeah, I’m sorry.” 
 
    I ignored him. “Never, never go into a fight you know you can’t win, because when you do, you drag your comrades in with you. So I want you to promise me that tomorrow you will stay with your mother, look after her and keep her safe. You understand me?” 
 
    He nodded. “I promise.” 
 
    “And if each one of us plays his part, and if I know that I can trust you to play yours, tomorrow we go home, safe and sound. Deal?” 
 
    He smiled. “Deal.” 
 
    We shook on it. Abi was studying my face, trying to read me. She said, “Can you really promise that?” 
 
    I nodded. “I can promise that if we believe it, we can make it happen. It’s not up to them. It’s up to us.”  
 
    She made a face that said she wanted to believe me but was afraid to hope. There was nothing more I could tell her, so I said, “Abi, on my way here I broke into the depot. Do you know what’s in there?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s a kind of unspoken understanding, we stay away from the depot, and we don’t talk about it.” 
 
    Sean had sat up straight and was grinning. “I know!” 
 
    Abi snapped at him, “Sean! I hope you haven’t been near that place!” 
 
    “No, Mom! I’ve been watching it from my room, with my binoculars. I know what goes on there!” 
 
    “What did you find?” It was Abi, looking like she really didn’t want to know. 
 
    I sucked my teeth. “I found big, reinforced rubber drums of dirt. Hundreds of them.” 
 
    She frowned like I was talking a language she didn’t understand. But Sean interrupted. “I bet you found people too, didn’t you? He has people living there!” 
 
    I nodded. “One hundred Mexicans, fifty women and fifty men. And hundreds of drums of dirt. Tell me what you’ve seen.” 
 
    “Every day, early in the morning, a truck arrives, one of those ten-wheeler jobs, and all these people climb in the back. Then the truck takes off and goes south. And every evening two trucks come back. One of them unloads the people and the other unloads something else, I can never see what it is because it goes inside the fence. But I guess it must be those drums of dirt.” 
 
    Abi was shaking her head. “Why dirt?” 
 
    Sean put his hand on her arm. “Wait, Mom, there’s something else. Once a week or every ten days, a truck comes from the north. It’s bigger, it loads up and then heads back north again.” 
 
    I studied Abi’s face. I was pretty sure I knew the answer, but I asked her anyway. “Have you any idea what it means?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Why would anyone ship dirt? It doesn’t make any sense.” She frowned at me. “Have you any idea?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. What or where is Rochdale?” 
 
    “I don’t know of any Rochdales around here.” She hesitated a moment. “It sounds more like a name from the east…” 
 
    I smiled. “I know two, New York and Massachusetts, but I’m pretty sure he isn’t taking us east tomorrow. There has to be a Rochdale around here, close enough to drive a snow plow to, and two gets you twenty it’s south on Route 400.” 
 
    Sean was nodding vigorously. “Six or seven miles south of the crossroads where you found Peggy, the road turns west and crosses through the mountains. It comes out on the I-80, just north of Lovelock. I bet you anything you like, Rochdale is somewhere along that pass through the mountains.” 
 
    I nodded back at him, a little more slowly. He had echoed my thoughts. There was, as my British comrades in the Regiment would have put it, sweet fuck all south of Independence until you got to the Mexican border, more than five hundred miles away; just desert, and then more desert. And the only road around here, Route 400, took you straight to the I-80, as Sean had said. But the quickest way to I-80 was north, back up toward Mill City. The only reason you’d go south on Route 400 would be if you had some reason to go through that pass. So the question was no longer ‘where is Rochdale?’ but, ‘what is Rochdale?’. And I had a nasty feeling that I knew the answer. 
 
    I stood. “Let’s try and get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a tough day. You guys get those chairs out of the way and I’ll pull the mattress over.” 
 
    I dragged the heavy mattress and the bedding in front of the fire. We took off our shoes but left the rest of our clothing on, and climbed under the covers. Sean was dispatched to turn off the light, and by the flickering glow of the flames Abi put her arms around me and her head on my shoulder, and Sean curled up next to her. Outside, the wind howled and wailed, and the snow fell thick and freezing, and I lay staring at the wavering orange light on the ceiling, wondering what the hell I was going to do in the morning, how the hell I was going to keep the promises I’d made. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I slept eight hours and was awake before six. I spent an hour training and then had a shower. When I came out of the bathroom, Abi and Sean were awake and looking depressed and frightened. I wondered absently when they had last eaten. If they were planning to kill us later that morning, they would not waste food on us. 
 
    The door opened and Vasco was there with his four goons behind him. They were all holding guns. I suppressed the impulse to kill him where he stood. It would not have been difficult. But the risk of getting Abi and Sean hurt was too great. Instead I watched, and enjoyed the expression on his face as he stared at the broken bed. He narrowed his eyes, like he was trying to squeeze understanding out of his brain. “What is wrong with you?” He gestured at the broken mess with his hand. “That bed is two hundred years old! It’s worth a fortune…!” 
 
    “Was,” I said. “It was two hundred years old, and it was worth a fortune. And we were cold. And it was my idea. I did it. You want to punish somebody, punish me.” 
 
    He was nodding. “You’ll get your damn punishment, Walker.” He jerked his head at Abi and Sean. “They get breakfast. You get to come for a ride.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “They get breakfast why?” 
 
    “Mind your own damn business!” Over his shoulder he said, “Take ’em down to the kitchen. If they try to run, shoot them.” 
 
    I put my hand on Sean’s shoulder. “Remember what I told you. Stay cool. OK?” 
 
    He nodded and one of the goons led them away and down the stairs. I smiled at Vasco. “So you didn’t find Primrose, huh?” 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    I shrugged. “Why else would you keep them here? Last night he wanted to bury them in Rochdale. This morning you’re giving them breakfast. So what happened? You took the plow over, found Pete and Davie dead in the Toyota and no sign of Prim. So you put the word around the neighbors: you have Abi and Sean and if she wants to see them alive, go to the farmhouse, Al and Karen just want to make things right, no harm will come to anybody.” 
 
    He studied my face a moment. He wanted to hit me but he dared not get that close. He stepped back and gestured at the door. “Downstairs, genius. We’re going for a ride.” 
 
    I stepped out and made my way down the stairs with the four gorillas behind me. Over my shoulder I said, “Where are we going, to Rochdale?” 
 
    They all laughed, but that was the only answer I got. Vasco went ahead and opened the door. “There ain’t one of us couldn’t shoot a fly off a hog’s back, Walker. Don’t try and run.” 
 
    I stopped dead and stared at him. I made no expression, but my eyes told him everything he needed to know. “I won’t run, Vasco. Before the day is out, I’m going to kill you. But before I do that, I want to see what you have going down at Rochdale.” 
 
    He curled his lip. “Put him in the back of the truck. If he moves, blow his kneecaps off.”  
 
    They shoved me outside. The sky was still heavy. The snow drifts were five and six feet deep, but the snow had eased and there was a path cleared to the road. They tied my wrists and shoved me in the back of a Dodge RAM. Then we moved down the drive. At the intersection we turned south, and headed down, under heavy, leaden skies, toward Rochdale. 
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    The sky looked like Odin just told Thor he punched like a girl. It was an angry sky, with low-bellying clouds heavy with menace and frozen water, though only the odd, desultory flake drifted down, hinting at the Norse fury which was to come. The road, straight for almost seven miles, plunged away from us through a white wasteland, looking exposed and vulnerable under the awful sky. 
 
    Eventually the road turned right and became a broad, dirt track, and we followed that for about two miles west, moving toward the Humboldt Mountains. Then the road began to climb, and the brush and gnarled bushes that poked up through the mantle of snow became trees, naked and skeletal, half-buried in frozen white. We climbed for another two miles, then slowed and eased off the road onto a wide, pitted, rutted track. 
 
    Now we ground slowly, winding and bumping up ever steeper hills until eventually we came to a broad esplanade and I saw that Rochdale was exactly what I had thought it was: the only thing it could be in Nevada.  
 
    There was very little snow here. Most of it had been removed. It was dirt, like a big scar on the face of the Earth, where the mountain had been flattened with dynamite. On the right, as we drove in, I saw two trucks. Beyond them there were two ten-wheelers, which told me that the Mexican couples were here already.  
 
    Beyond the trucks, there were three buildings set in a horseshoe around a kind of courtyard, with the open end toward us as we approached from the south. The two buildings to right and left were long, maybe thirty or forty feet, and comparatively low—not more than ten or eleven feet high. They were made of wood and had no windows. The building at the end was different. It was made of concrete, two stories high, and had two SUVs parked out front. I figured that was where the offices were. 
 
    But the two things that struck me as most interesting about the place were, first, the vast stretches of cleared earth, excavations and huge terraces that stretched for nearly a mile to the west and to the north, with groups of people working among trucks that were being steadily loaded with dirt; and second, the armed men who stood guard everywhere. In the courtyard I counted three, plus two outside the office building. And in the quarry I spotted at least seven. Rochdale was, as I had suspected, a mine, and the Mexicans were slaves used to work it. 
 
    We pulled up in front the office building and I was dragged out the back of the truck. The air was freezing here and our breath billowed in thick clouds from our mouths. Vasco turned to the two armed guards and shouted, “Ern! Jerry! Come here!” 
 
    As Ern and Jerry approached, I took a better look around me. The two long, low buildings intrigued me. One might be for storage and equipment, but what was the other for? It wasn’t a big, mechanized operation, and by the looks of it, they were shipping the raw product out for refining every day and storing it at the depot. So what was in the second building? 
 
    The realization dawned suddenly. It was like the icy air had got inside me and clutched my heart with frozen fingers. Everything I’d seen and everything I’d heard fell into place, and I knew what it was for. I knew what they kept in there. But I had no time to process the realization, because Vasco was saying to Ern and Jerry, “Take him away. Bury him in the north quarry. I never want to see this son of a bitch again. Comprende?” 
 
    I took a moment to calibrate the two guys. Jerry was six two, powerfully built and had a crew cut and pale blue eyes. His face looked like his wife had been doing frying pan practice on it, and his expression had all the bright intelligence of a bad hangover. Ern was much like a Latino version of his pal. He was shorter and broader in the shoulders, and had a neck like a redwood tree. His eyes expressed the Zen ideal of a total absence of thought, but for all the wrong reasons. He jerked his head toward the side of the building and said, “Walk.” 
 
    I walked. They shoved with their rifle butts. I walked faster.  
 
    We rounded the building and I saw a track climbing up toward a steep, open cast quarry where the snow had been allowed to gather in drifts, presumably because the vein had been exhausted. I figured what they were going to do was to take me to the top, shoot me, throw me into the pit, and then bury me using one of the excavators. It made sense. 
 
    It was a ten-minute walk to the top of the quarry. The snow up there was not so deep, because it was exposed and the wind had carried most of it away. By the time we got there, Jerry and Ern both looked bored. Maybe they’d done this so often it wasn’t fun anymore. Ern pointed over at the edge of the mine and said, “Go and stand over there.” He had a surprisingly high-pitched voice. 
 
    I smiled at him but didn’t move. I asked, “Have you got a knife, Ern?” 
 
    He frowned and glanced at Jerry, then looked impatient. “Just go stand over by the edge. Dumb-ass question…” 
 
    I shrugged. “Just grant a dying man a wish! I’m not asking you to explain the golden mean. I’m just asking you if you have a knife!” 
 
    “No! I ain’t got a knife! OK? Now go stand over by the goddamn ledge!” 
 
    I smiled at Jerry and spoke in an exaggeratedly elaborate voice. “How about you, Jerry? You look like a guy who likes hunting and all sort of outdoor recreational activities. Have you got a knife?” 
 
    He stared at me a moment. “I don’t know what in the hell you are talking about, mister. You playing for time or what?” 
 
    I sighed and smiled sadly. “So what if I am, Jerry? Is that such a bad thing? Ask yourself, if you were going to be shot and thrown over a cliff into an open cast mine, would you play for time? Is it too much to ask that you answer a simple question? Have you got a knife on your person?” 
 
    He had that look people get when accountants try to explain to them exactly what they do. He creased his eyes and started to shake his head. He pointed at the ledge. 
 
    “Yeah! Yeah! Yeah! I have a knife. Now go! Stand over there.” 
 
    I sighed noisily and made a face of huge relief. “That is great news!” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Just go over…” 
 
    I interrupted him, but stopped smiling and spoke in a dead voice. “I don’t want to have to go searching in this cold. I’ll need a knife to cut the ropes on my wrist after I kill you.” 
 
    And there it was. The two seconds of surprise that I needed. 
 
    You either hate tae kwon do or you love it. Personally, I love it. It has definite weaknesses, like the lack of hand techniques, but if your hands are tied behind your back, who cares? It’s exactly the fighting style you need. I turned the toe of my left foot in, and spun. Suddenly his rifle was aiming at empty air and the heel of my boot was smashing into his sternum, shattering the cartilage and fracturing his ribs. The pain of that kind of blow is paralyzing. It can cause cardiac arrest. Every breath is like having a thousand shards of glass dragged into your lungs. 
 
    The kick took less than a second. Ern was gaping and, all credit to him, he reacted and brought the barrel of his rifle around, but it was too late. As my right foot came down I stepped toward him and kicked savagely up into his elbow with my left foot, deflecting his weapon and badly damaging his joint. He staggered back and I smashed my right instep into his testicles. His eyes bulged and his face turned purple as he went down. 
 
    I kicked his rifle out of reach, just in case, and went back to Jerry. He was making a bad noise in his chest as he tried to breathe, and by the look of him, he was suffocating. I used my foot to move the hem of his jacket back, and saw his knife in a sheath hanging from his belt. I knelt down, leaned back against him and, with difficulty, managed to ease out the blade with my fingertips. Then I maneuvered it around so I could cut my bonds. The knife was sharp and within thirty seconds my hands were free. 
 
    I am not big on philosophical beliefs, but one thing I am clear about is that suffering is worse than dying. So as soon as I had my bonds cut, I turned his head to expose the left side of his neck and sliced deep through his jugular and his carotid. Death came quickly in a couple of heartbeats. I did the same for Ern, collected their rifles, and went to lie on my belly at the edge of the cliff to look down at the mine.  
 
    In the distance, I could see the small groups of people digging at the quarry face, loading the rubble into the trucks. It was hard to make out any details, or how many there were, but all in all I figured there must be two or three hundred people there. I remembered the Mexican guy at the depot: “Cien, cincuenta hombres, cincuenta mujeres. Somos familias. El lo quiso así.” 
 
    One hundred, fifty men, fifty women. They were families. Vasco wanted it that way. But there were more than a hundred people working out there. There was more than double that number. And that confirmed for me what I had realized earlier: that the long building I had been wondering about was a dormitory, a dormitory for the rest of the family: for the kids. 
 
    I didn’t try to repress the rage I felt. I encouraged it. I fed and fuelled it. But I set it on one side for later. For now I had to remain as cold as the snow I was lying on. My mind had to be clinical and clear. 
 
    I had at least answered one of my questions: how Al and Vasco seemed to be able to replenish their men so easily. Now I saw how. They kept a handful at the farm and more at the mine. This, what I could see now, I figured was the full compliment of what was left. Three in the courtyard, plus seven more dotted around the mine. That was ten, plus Vasco—and a couple he had kept back at the farm. I’d deal with them later. 
 
    I lay and watched for half an hour, trying to ignore the cold and formulate some kind of plan in my mind. After about twenty or twenty-five minutes, a dark blue SUV pulled into the courtyard. It looked like an Audi Q7. It stopped outside the office building and I saw Al climb out. He stood looking around for a second or two, like he was thinking you just couldn’t get decent service anymore. Then Vasco came out and they talked for a moment. I guessed Al was asking him where the two guards were, and Vasco was telling him they’d taken me up to the quarry, to get rid of me. They called over one of the armed men who was standing by the building I’d pegged as the dormitory, and he approached them at a run. They talked and then he and Vasco went around to the passenger side of the SUV and opened the door. 
 
    I watched as they helped Arnold down. He could barely stand, but between them they walked him across the yard to the dormitory and went inside. I lay chewing my lip for ten minutes, then crawled backward out of sight, stood, took Jerry’s jacket and his baseball cap and started a slow, careful descent back toward the mine. 
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    I kept my head down and my collar up, and walked around the corner and over to the main door of the office building. If anybody saw me, they assumed I was Jerry. I pushed the door open, stepped inside, and closed it behind me. I didn’t know how many people I was going to find, or who they might be. I was kind of hoping Vasco would be there, but he wasn’t. Nobody was. There was an empty front office with a tin desk, a filing cabinet, and a telephone. There was a staircase leading upstairs and to the right there was a door that led to a back office that was just as empty. It didn’t surprise me much. It was pretty clear this was an illegal operation and any bookkeeping and admin paperwork was going to be kept to a minimum. What there was would be done by Al and Vasco at the end of the day.  
 
    The back office was bigger and afforded a view of the courtyard. It had an old wooden desk with a map on the wall behind it. There was a fire extinguisher and a large fire axe in the corner by an old steel safe. No doubt the gang’s wages were kept in there. I wondered briefly what the pay was these days for an assistant slave driver. I had the feeling that at one time, long ago, this had been a legitimate operation. Obviously it had closed down, somehow come into Al’s hands and, presumably, he had found a new vein of whatever it was they were mining.  
 
    I had a fair idea of what that was, too. 
 
    For a moment, I was startled by the sound of a siren. It sounded like a World War II air raid warning from the blitz. Then it dawned on me: it was lunch time. That made me stop and think. They’d be bringing them back to the dorms for lunch. I rested my ass on the desk and looked out the window at the courtyard. They were obviously keeping the parents and the children separate. That was how they controlled them. The kids lived in terror of what might happen to their parents, and the parents were perpetually in dread of what could happen to their children. All lived in hope that they would eventually be reunited and allowed to go home. Meanwhile, in that hope, they kept quiet and did as they were told. 
 
    So the children would go to their dorm to eat, and presumably the parents would be taken to the long building opposite. There they would make their food, rest for however long they were allowed, and then go back to work. 
 
    I wondered where the guards and Vasco would go. I wondered where Arnold was. The Audi Q7 was still parked out front. The answers were not long in coming. 
 
    First, two trucks rolled into the courtyard and, supervised by the armed guards and the drivers, men and women started to climb down from the tailgates and file into the long building on the left. The sight was pathetic. Seen clearly, in the light of day, these were a hundred broken, hungry human beings who had made a bid for a better life and had walked straight into a nightmare that was beyond unimaginable: they were slaves, and every day they woke up to the unending terror of what might happen to their children. Children they only ever saw at a distance, abused and exploited, and unable to go to them and help them.  
 
    When the last of those wretched people was inside, the doors were closed and locked with deadbolts, just like the one at the depot.  
 
    The trucks withdrew and a couple minutes later, two more trucks rolled in. The drivers swung down from the cabs and three armed men jumped from the back. All told, they made up the seven men I had spotted earlier, keeping watch over the mining operation.  
 
    After that, the kids started to pour from the back of the vehicles. If the parents had been pathetic, the kids were almost impossible to watch. But I forced myself, because I wanted to feed the rage. It was hard to keep count, but I figured my estimate of a hundred and fifty was about right. They all seemed to be aged between twelve and sixteen—too young to be independent, but old enough for hard labor. They were skinny, undernourished, drawn, and pasty. Their eyes looked hollow, their hair was matted and uncombed. They didn’t cry or wail. They didn’t even look toward the other building, where they must know their parents were. They had learned well all the things not to do. They moved with fear in their hearts, bowed, broken before they’d even lived, toward their dorm. After they’d filed in, two armed men went in with the parents and the rest followed the kids. Obviously they figured that as long as they controlled the kids, they owned the parents. 
 
    I stayed a while, staring. The courtyard was silent and empty. I thought about what I was going to do. After two minutes, when I had just about made up my mind, the door to the kids’ dorm opened again and Vasco emerged, holding a girl by the arm. She was thirteen or fourteen, and pretty—or had been, before they’d beaten and starved her, exploited and abused her and crushed her spirit and her joy. He marched her toward the office building. She glanced anxiously across at where her parents were. She knew something was wrong. It was hard to imagine the terror she must be living through in that moment. I picked up one of the rifles and waited for them to arrive.  
 
    Then the dorm door opened again and Al came out with one of his guards supporting Arnold. They proceeded slowly after Vasco. 
 
    Vasco did not come to the offices. Instead he went to the Audi, opened the back door, and pushed the girl in. Then he stood waiting for Aloysius and his son. When they arrived, Arnold climbed in the back with the girl. Vasco slammed the door and exchanged a few words with Al. Then he and the guard went back toward the dorm, and Al climbed in behind the wheel. The Audi turned and drove away. 
 
    I stood for another minute, thinking, trying to make sense of what I had seen. In the end, I decided I couldn’t. There was too much information missing. And besides, I had plenty to do right here, right now. I picked up the two rifles and slung them over my shoulder, took the axe from the corner, and made my way out of the office building and across the freezing yard toward the long outhouse where the parents were being held. I knew the odds were stacked hopelessly against me. I knew I didn’t stand an ice cube’s chance in a supernova of surviving. But there was a kind of madness in me. A rage against the kind of people who could do this to families, and above all to children. A rage against the evil that dwells in people’s hearts. A rage that had become so wild I could no longer contain it. 
 
    And besides, I had always known that one day I would face a battle I could not win; I would have no choice but to fight that fight, and I had long ago decided that when that time came, I would not turn from the battle. I would unleash the demon within and go down wreaking unholy havoc. Maybe, I told myself as I approached the door, maybe this was that day, and that fight. 
 
    I reached the entrance, slid back the deadbolts, put one rifle to my shoulder, and kicked open the door. I stepped in, took a second to locate the two guards. They were sitting at a table on their own, gawping at me. I put one round in one forehead, adjusted my position and put another round in the second forehead. Three seconds.  
 
    The one hundred parents were staring at me. Somebody whispered, “Es el mismo…” It’s the same one… 
 
    I put my finger to my lips, then made a gesture with both hands to wait, and said, “Sus hijos vienen, esperen aquí.” Your kids are coming, wait here. 
 
    After that, I crossed the room to where the two corpses were lying face-down in their food. I went through their pockets till I found the keys to one of the ten-wheelers. Then I went outside into the freezing courtyard, leaving the door open. I made my way to one of the trucks I’d seen the parents arrive in. It was either this one or the one parked next to it. I guess I got lucky. I stuck the key in the ignition, turned it, and the engine roared into life. I put the transmission in reverse and floored the pedal, guiding it across the yard, straight toward the big wooden wall.  
 
    The noise was horrific, bone-jarring and ear-splitting. The wall shattered, wood screeched and splintered, the roof groaned and sagged, snow cascaded over the windshield, and planks, pillars, and rafters fell all around me like rain. I shifted to first and pulled away, leaving a huge, gaping hole in the side of the building.  
 
    I climbed down, taking the rifles and the axe with me. Inside, I could hear men shouting and a hundred and fifty kids screaming. My heart was pounding and my belly was on fire. I walked away from the hole and back toward the door they had gone in through. I wrenched it open and looked around. The kids were in the middle of the floor, standing, huddled together, screaming and crying. The nine men were closer, gathered around a long, wooden table perpendicular to the walls, maybe twenty or thirty feet away. Everybody was staring at the big, gaping wound in the side of the building. I aimed randomly into the group of men at the table and pulled the trigger. The shot was like thunder in the enclosed space. I saw a guy go down, but I didn’t care about that. The shot was to scare the kids out through the hole in the wall. I didn’t want them to witness what I was about to do. They’d had enough ugliness in their lives as it was.  
 
    They started screaming again and I fired two more times into the group. I don’t know if I hit anyone, because by then I was roaring like a demented monster. The kids were running, streaming through the gap. I knew that their parents were out there waiting for them. That was all I cared about. 
 
    Somehow, in that moment, I saw everything in slow motion. It happens sometimes. I hurled the rifle away from me, grabbed the fire axe and ran, screaming like I was possessed, toward the head of the table. The men seemed frozen, some gaping in shock, others reaching for their weapons. I saw two men on the floor, lying in large, oozing puddles. There were five more on my right, three standing, two sitting, one of those leaning behind him for his rifle. On my left there were two, both standing, the closest pulling a revolver from his holster. On the table there were plates of beef and beans, glasses of beer and bottles. Everything was stark and clear and frozen. 
 
    The first swing of the axe tore through his forearms, ripping the revolver from his hand and sending it skidding across the concrete floor. He screamed and staggered back into his pal, staring at his bloody stumps. The second swing was the return back-hander that caved in the head of the nearest guy on my right. 
 
    I kicked him in the chest as I readjusted my grip for an overhand. As he fell back, I stepped forward. The guy behind him was struggling under the weight of the dead body. I swung the axe up and over and brought the blade crashing down into his skull. It split open and his brains exploded, showering gore over the table. I wrenched the blade free, still roaring, and stepped forward and to my right. The guy who’d been reaching for his weapon had his arms up over his eyes, struggling to get out from under the man with the split skull. In one fluid motion I brought the axe up and under, shattering his jaw and tearing through his face. On his right there was another man, scrambling to run from the table. I brought the axe down and to my right and tore open his ribcage. Across the table, the gunman with no hands had collapsed unconscious. His pal, drenched from head to foot in blood, was holding his revolver in both hands, staring around him and saying over and over, “Oh God no… Oh God no…” 
 
    I realized I was still making horrific, inhuman noise. I didn’t stop. I jumped up on the table, gave a huge swing right to left and tore his head clean off his shoulders. I looked around as it hit the concrete and rolled away. My lungs were going like bellows, my heart was pounding and my brain was roaring like it was on fire. There was somebody missing. Vasco was missing. He should have been at the table. I counted the bodies. There were eight. There should have been nine. I felt my abdomen clench like a fist and I bellowed, “Vasco! I am coming for you, you son of a bitch! Vasco!” 
 
    I jumped down from the table, threw down the axe and looked at my hands. They were slick with blood. I wiped them on my jeans and picked up the revolver that had skidded across the floor. I walked to the gaping hole in the wall and stepped out. Across the yard, a group of men and women and children stared at me, uncomprehending, fearful, disgusted. I ignored them and looked toward the office building. Vasco was there, standing beside one of the Dodge trucks, staring back at me. I cocked the hammer and took aim. 
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    He had pulled open the door and climbed in before I could get a bead on him. Next thing, he’d swung around and was accelerating across the courtyard toward the track that led back to the road. 
 
    I took my time. I knew where he was going. Besides, there was only one stretch of road this side of the mountains that he could use, from the mine to Independence. Without a chopper, he was stuck here. I walked across the yard  and went into the office. I picked up the old phone on the wooden desk. It was a landline and it worked. I got the number for the county sheriff in Lovelock and called. 
 
    “County Sheriff’s Office. Deputy Beltran speaking.” 
 
    “Do you know the Rochdale mine in the Humboldt Mountains?” 
 
    There was a moment’s hesitation. “Can’t say I do. Who is this?” 
 
    “That’s not important.” I looked at the map hanging on the wall. “About twelve miles from the I-80, as you cross the Humboldt range on the Independence Road, there’s a turnoff to your left. There’s a track that leads up to a mine…” 
 
    “Well, that ain’t the Rochdale, that’s the old Henkle mine. That’s been closed since the nineteen eighties.” 
 
    “Well, I have news for you, Deputy. The mine is operational and has been for a while, and they have been using slave labor.” 
 
    “…say again? Slave labor? Is this some kind of…?” 
 
    “There are about two hundred and fifty men, women, and children at the mine right now, starving and freezing. In my book, that does not constitute a joke, Deputy. You better get out here.” 
 
    “But it’s gonna take hours in this. I can’t just…!” 
 
    “I’m going to make them as comfortable as I can. But unless you want a hundred and fifty deaths on your conscience, you better make whatever phone calls you need to make and get here.” 
 
    I hung up, went back over to the long barn, and went inside. The kids were in there with their parents. There was a lot of hugging and weeping going on. Maybe there was some healing, too. I wouldn’t know about that. A couple of women and a man came up to me. They kept pointing at my face and saying something, like it was a pity I had such an ugly one. I shook my head. “No comprende.” 
 
    One of the women turned and called, “Becki! Becki! Venga, Cielo, venga acá!” 
 
    Becki, a girl of about fourteen, detached herself from the group and approached. 
 
    “Si, Tita.” 
 
    Her mother rattled at her in Spanish, gesturing at me with both hands. The girl studied me with dark eyes, then spoke, “My mom says where is Maria, her daughter? The man took her away.” 
 
    “Tell your aunt I’m going to get her and bring her back.” 
 
    The woman listened to the translation, watching me with anxious eyes. Then she clung to me, saying, “Gracias! Gracias!” and rattled something else, pointing at my face. 
 
    Becki told, “She says thank you, and you have blood on your face and your clothes. You should wash it off…” 
 
    I shook my head. “Tell her thanks, but I’m not done yet. I called the county sheriff. They’re going to come and get you, but it’ll take hours. It may not be till tonight, or tomorrow. You need to go to the main building.” I pointed back toward the office. “You can make fires and stay warm in there. Those men won’t be coming back.” 
 
    “What will happen to us?” 
 
    I shook my head again. “I don’t know, Becki. They’ll probably send you home. But anything has got to be better than this, right?” 
 
    I said goodbye and left. I went back to the scene of the slaughter and rummaged through several coats until I found the keys to a Dodge. Then I crossed the yard for the last time, pressing the unlock button until one of the trucks bleeped. I clambered in, fired her up, and spun the wheel, headed back toward the farm. As I left the complex, I could see them behind me, filing toward the office building in small family groups, hugging each other. 
 
    The snow was holding off, but the sky was still dark and brooding, promising another blizzard that night. That would slow down the rescue party. They might get to them by the evening, but they wouldn’t get to Independence or the farm till the next day at the soonest. I smiled. It couldn’t have been a pleasant sight. 
 
    I came out of the mountains and turned north through the stark, white wasteland. I was trying to figure out in my mind what Vasco would have done. He knew I was coming for him. So he would do two things. He’d try to find Primrose to use her as a bargaining chip, as well as Abi and Sean, and he would go back to the farm, where he had the support of Al and whatever men he had left behind there.  
 
    My mind strayed to Primrose. I wondered where she was and what she had done. Had she gone to the church? Could the reverend be trusted? I had a hunch he and the doc were both good men—Primrose said they were. But I also had a hunch that in this town you couldn’t trust anybody—not even the good men. 
 
    By the time I came to the intersection, I still hadn’t made up my mind. The road ahead was blocked by three feet of snow. The road to the left would take me to Independence, the Pioneer Guesthouse, empty, cold, hung with the angry shrouds of death. And Primrose?  
 
    I looked right. The white arch, the broken iron gate, the path. I could still see the red Toyota half buried in the drift. And beyond it, in the distance, the mock Georgian pile. There I knew what I would find. I would find Abi and Sean, and I would find Vasco, Karen, and Al. 
 
    I spun the wheel and turned right, accelerating fast up the track. As I approached I saw, parked outside the front of the house, the truck Vasco had taken from the mine. I skidded to a halt just past the Toyota and drove the Dodge into the ditch, where it was half-concealed. Then I climbed out and made my way on foot toward the back of the house, wading knee-deep through the drifts with my feet freezing, numb and aching.  
 
    Nobody seemed to have spotted me. I did something that should have been a smile, but was too ugly for that, and told myself there were not many people left to spot me. I came finally to the kitchen door. The glass panes were frosted over. I stood a moment, looking down at the mounds of snow, then stepped over, reached in to a frozen drift, and pulled out my kit bag. All that was left in it was my second Sig Sauer, a couple of boxes of ammunition, and my bow. I took the Sig, cocked it, and hesitated a moment. The house or the lodgings? 
 
    I turned away from the house and made toward the lodgings. When I got to the door, I tried the handle. It was unlocked. I stepped through and found myself in a long room. On the far left was an open-plan kitchen with a table long enough to accommodate a dozen men. On the right was a lounge with a TV, a couple of sofas and maybe six or eight chairs.  
 
    Separating the two sections was a staircase that rose up to a second floor. I figured that was where the bedrooms were. I could hear men laughing, and a woman crying out. I ran up the stairs and came to a landing. Two corridors branched off, one to the right and one to the left, leading to two rows of six rooms. Down to the left I could see light coming from an open room. I walked toward it and stepped in through the door. 
 
    There were three men. Two were standing, leaning against the wall with their arms folded across their chests. One of them was in his early twenties, clean shaven, with thick red hair and a spray of freckles across his face. The man next to him was in his forties, with dark hair and a moustache which would have been at home in the 1970s. They were looking at me and leering. Directly in front of me there was a bed with a blue duvet. Sitting on that bed, with his back to the window, was the third man. He must have been in his late twenties and also had red hair and freckles. I logged that the two might be brothers. He was also leering. On his lap was Abi. Her face expressed astonishment at seeing me, but also fear and distress, because the man holding her had a Remington .45 pointed at her temple. 
 
    He shook his head and said, “Woah! Man, you are a mess! Joe said you might be dropping in, so we was looking out for you.” 
 
    I heard myself speak and my voice sounded dead. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Huh? My name?” He looked at his pals and they all laughed. It sounded oddly adolescent, like none of them had ever made it to adulthood. “My name is Sir, because I am holding a gun. And you are going to hand your gun over to my brother over there.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You don’t want to hurt her. I have just killed twelve of your pals up at the mine. Eight of them I slaughtered with a fire axe. If you hurt her, there will be nothing standing between me and you.” I plucked at my shirt and showed him the blood. “See this? This is the blood of your friends.” 
 
    For just a moment he looked worried and glanced at his brother. “I think this feller is a bit crazy, Mike. What do you say?” They started laughing again. “Take his gun from him, Mike.” 
 
    Mike moved off the wall and stepped over to me. He reached out for the Sig. I stopped him dead with a question. 
 
    “Were you going to rape her?” 
 
    He looked me in the eye for a second, then grinned his idiot grin again. “Yeah. No. We are going to rape her, just as soon as we get through with you.” 
 
    I shook my head again. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    I angled the Sig down and shot his balls off. He looked down, gawping as blood cascaded onto the floor, draining out of his body and saturating his pants. His brother stood, screaming hysterically, “What did you do? What did you do? Jesus!” 
 
    He kept aiming the gun at my head, then back at Abi, then at me again. I could have shot him, but the risk to Abi while he was hysterical like that was too great. Now he was screaming, “You freeze! You freeze! I swear I’ll shoot her! I swear it! Freeze! Freeze!” 
 
    Mike sagged at the knees and keeled over. His brother’s lip curled and he began to sob. He was losing concentration. Another couple of seconds and I could take him and the moustache. But before that happened, a fist like a boulder smashed into the side of my head and everything went dark. 
 
    Consciousness came back to me as I was being dragged by my heels up the frozen path toward the kitchen door. The ox with the moustache had a hold of me and was walking backwards, hauling me after him. Mike’s brother was ahead of us, holding the gun to Abi’s head as he shoved her forward. The ox spoke over his shoulder. “He’s awake.” 
 
    He dropped my heels and pulled my Sig from his belt. He waved it at me and said, “Get up.” 
 
    My head was splitting, but I wasn’t going to let him see that I was in pain. I sat up, then got to my feet. Mike’s brother had opened the door and pushed Abi through into the kitchen. He went in after her and the ox pushed me up the step and inside. Then they both got behind us and pushed us into the hall and toward Al’s study. 
 
    I looked at Abi. “Any news?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Is it true, what you said?” She looked at my shirt, my jacket and my face. “About the blood, is it true?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, it’s true. Rochdale is a mine. The were using child slaves up there.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, you son of a bitch!” 
 
    Mike’s brother slapped me hard across the back of the head, then moved forward and opened the door to the study. He went in, tears were streaming down his cheeks and he could barely talk for sobbing. He stared toward where I knew the desk and the French windows were, and said, “We have him, Mr. Groves. He killed Mike, but we have him.” 
 
    The ox thrust us into the room. I staggered and stopped, then looked. Al was standing by the fireplace looking at me. He had a Ruger P90 .45 caliber in his hand. I knew it was a reliable, accurate gun, and my guess was that Al was an experienced marksman, and a damn sight more dangerous that Mike’s brother. On the sofa was Karen. She also had a pistol in her hand. I couldn’t see what it was, but it looked like a .22. Sitting beside her, with his ankles tied and his wrists behind his back, was Sean. And in the armchair, with one leg crossed over the other, was Joe Vasco. He had a Desert Eagle in his lap, and he looked as mad as a wild dog with a hornet up its ass. 
 
    He said, “Walker, you are one dangerous, crazy son of a bitch. You have to be put down, and I am going to put you down right now.” He cocked the gun and stood up.  
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    I was ready to die. I’ve been ready to do that for a long time. But I wasn’t ready to let Sean and Abi die. I smiled at Al and said, “I called the county sheriff from the mine.” 
 
    He scowled. “You did what? Are you insane?” 
 
    Karen looked sick and turned to her husband. “Al…? Aloysius?” 
 
    Vasco shook his head and said, “He’s bluffing,” but he didn’t look convinced. He added, “You’ve as much to lose as we have.” 
 
    I laughed. “Not if I’m dead, pal.” 
 
    He turned to Al. “He’s a damned liability! We need to get rid of him!” 
 
    I looked at Sean, smiled and winked. Then I said to Al, “How’re you going to explain the blood on your carpet, Al?” 
 
    He looked at me like I’d said something real stupid. “I? I? Explain? What about you?” He waved his gun at me. “How many men have you murdered since you arrived in this village?” 
 
    I smirked at Karen. Her eyes were bulging and her mouth was sagging open. “I kind of lost count, Al, but the population of Independence is somewhat depleted now. Tell me something, do you really think the sheriff is going to believe that one man alone accounted for almost twenty of your cowboys? You think they’ll believed I wiped out your entire mining operation? When all the evidence points to the fact that you were running the mine illegally, and using slave labor, and child slaves…” 
 
    He was shaking his head. Karen had got to her feet and stepped toward me. She said, “It was for their own good!” 
 
    He spoke at the same time. “It isn’t the way it looks. We had a reason.” 
 
    Karen interrupted him. “Do you know what would have happened if we hadn’t taken them in?” 
 
    “It was best all round!” 
 
    I silenced them both. “Those children were starving, working with their bare hands in the snow, separated from their parents! Brutalized, beaten…” 
 
    Al screamed. It was a horrible sound, like a giant parrot. His face was crimson and his left hand clutched like a claw. “It was necessary! You don’t understand! You can’t judge!” 
 
    Joe stepped forward. “Let me finish this.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “Finish it?” I nodded. “You’ll finish it. All of you, under the doctrine of joint criminal enterprise. What do you think the jury will find? Four children raped and murdered. Then their parents, and after that Abi’s husband. Then there are the charges of slavery and child slavery? How many of them have died, I wonder?” I laughed again. “And then there are all the men that I have killed. Kill me and all of those deaths will be imputed to you. It will be the death penalty for all of you. No question.” 
 
    Al had gone a sickly gray color and his wife had covered her mouth with her hands. She whispered, “Arnold…” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, who’s going to look after little Arn when Mommy is put to sleep?” 
 
    Al rasped, “You’re a monster…” 
 
    Joe raised the .45. “The hell with it!” 
 
    Karen screamed, “No! Wait!” Then, “We need to think this through.” She stared at her husband. “Think of Arnold. A deal, some kind of deal.” She turned to me. “You testify it had nothing to do with us. We had nothing to do with the mine…” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m listening. Keep talking. What about the snow plow?” 
 
    She hesitated, then stammered, “The… the snow plow?” 
 
    I half-yelled at her, “It cleared a path from the mine to your damn doorstep!” 
 
    Vasco said, “He’s right, goddammit!” 
 
    Al said, “Jesus Christ!” and walked to the French doors. He stood looking out at the snow. “The whole thing is unraveling. We need to lose the snow plow.” He turned. His face was tight and his eyes were wild. “We need to lose the snow plow. Clear the road down toward Mill City, work through the night if we have to. You and the boys, you clear the road and then dump the plow. We deny everything.” 
 
    Vasco pointed at me. “What about him?” 
 
    “He has as much to lose as us. If we go down, he goes down with us.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “So what’s the deal? Primrose, Sean, Abi, and I walk away, and we testify that you have nothing to do with the mine. That there was some crazed killer on the loose who passed through with the blizzard murdering most of your men. And whatever happened at the mine is a mystery. We didn’t even know the mine was working again.” 
 
    He stepped toward me, nodding eagerly. “Yes! Yes, that could work!” He looked at his wife. “That could work, Karen. What do you think?” 
 
    Vasco snarled, “It’s bullshit. You trust this son of a bitch?” 
 
    I gave him a once over. “Face it, Vasco. You’re out of choices. You need us to fix and corroborate an alibi. We need a truce and you know it. And there’s something else.” I pointed out toward the kitchen. “You got one dead guy buried in snow outside your kitchen door, and you got another in the lodgings with a gallon of blood all over the floor. You had better get scrubbing and disposing before the sheriff decides to send in a forensics team.” 
 
    Pat turned to me. He still had tears in his eyes. “Don’t talk about my brother like that…” 
 
    Vasco was shaking his head. He was losing control of the situation and he was close to panic. “I don’t like this. I don’t like this, Al. This guy is dangerous. The only way this guy is not dangerous is dead!” 
 
    Karen was staring at me like she was hypnotized. I held her eye for a long moment, then looked at Al. I said, “He’s right. I am. I am a very dangerous man to have as an enemy. But ask Abi, ask Sean. What am I like as an ally? I am as loyal as an ally as I am dangerous as an enemy. You want me on your side.” 
 
    Vasco started laughing. It was an ugly, braying noise. “Oh, this is priceless! The lone fucking ranger just rode into town. Now he’s going to be our best friend. Halle-fucking-lujah!” 
 
    I gave Al a lopsided smile and gestured at Vasco. “This from the man who wanted a bigger bite…” I turned and looked at Karen. “…of the cherry.” 
 
    Vasco spun and advanced on Al. “If we give up our hostages we will be defenseless against him!” 
 
    Al swallowed. I could see he was trembling. I spoke quietly, reasonably. “What are you now, Vasco? This place will be crawling with Feds within twenty-four hours. If the sheriff can get hold of a chopper you’ll probably have him here before that. Right now you have two bodies to dispose of in several hundred miles of snow. And you have any alibi we care to come up with, plus independent witnesses to corroborate it. Do something stupid now, and you will have five bodies to get rid of, plus all the forensic evidence—and you’ll have to explain the damage at the guesthouse as well as the mine. Your choice.” 
 
    I turned to the ox with the moustache and held out my hand. “Give me my gun, big guy. And you two had better get scrubbing. It is going to be a long night for you.” I turned to Vasco. “And you? You had better get busy with the plow. Me, Abi, and Sean have got a lot of work to do back at the guesthouse.” 
 
    Al turned and stared at Vasco. “I’m sorry, Joe. He’s right. It is the only option we have.” 
 
    I showed Vasco an expressionless face. “I’m facing a lethal injection myself, Joe. We all are. It’s in all our interests to play ball. As long as we keep our story straight, we’re OK. And we are running out of time.” 
 
    He turned savagely on me and thrust out his arm, pointing his weapon at my head. I held his eye. 
 
    Karen said, “Joe, if you pull that trigger you sentence us all to death.” 
 
    He lowered the gun. 
 
    I said, “Go plow, Joe. We’re going to fix up the guesthouse. We meet again before the snow starts to agree our story.” 
 
    Joe turned and stormed out. The front door slammed. I turned to the ox. He handed me my Sig. I said, “Get scrubbing, boys.” 
 
    Pat’s face was constricted. He said, “…my brother!” 
 
    I snarled, “You want to join him?” He swallowed. “So get scrubbing!” 
 
    They looked at Al. He nodded and they left. I jerked my head toward Sean. “Cut him loose, Al.” As I said it, I slipped my gun into my waistband behind my back to show there was no threat. 
 
    He looked at his wife. “Untie the boy, Karen.”  
 
    She did as he told her and a moment later Sean and Abi ran to each other and embraced, holding tight like they never wanted to let go. I met Karen’s eye. “It’s a sacred bond, Karen, between a mother and a child.” 
 
    She looked away. I turned at Al. 
 
    “There is a weak link in this chain, Al.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Vasco is out of control. His prints are all over the plow and all over the mine. Plus the Mexicans will identify him. Worse than that, he has no strength of character. If the Feds go to work on him, he’ll break and make a deal. If he does that and tells them about the depot, you are sunk. And if you go down, like you said, we all go down.” 
 
    He frowned. “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    I shrugged. “One of three things. Either he takes the fall; we frame him so it looks like he was running the mine behind your back, and some kind of gang war broke out between him and some of the hands. Or we kill him.” I paused a moment. “Or better still, we do both.” 
 
    Karen was staring at the door. Al was staring at the fire. They were both working out the details in their heads. 
 
    She said, “It’s the only way. Will you take care of it?” 
 
    Al looked at me. “You’re right,” he said, though whether he meant me or Karen was unclear. “He has been a problem for a long time, attracting attention, making demands…” 
 
    I said, “I’ll take care of it. I’ll get to him before he gets too far on the plow. I’ll kill him and take him up to the mine with the others. But I need to know something. Are there any papers or documents connecting you to that mine?” 
 
    He thought about it. “Yes,” he said at last. “It belonged to a friend of my father’s. My father was a non-executive partner. The mine in those days was just the quarry at the back. It stopped producing…” 
 
    I said, “Gold?” 
 
    He nodded. “Without the gold, the land was practically worthless. When old Henkle died, he left the land to my father, who left it to me. I was always curious about the land to the west, where they are mining now. I did a private survey and found there was gold there, not a lot, but enough. And when…” 
 
    He stopped dead and Karen turned to stare at him. He took a deep breath. 
 
    “Anyway, I have friends and we made a deal. I hadn’t the capital to start a whole refining process, but I could sell them the crude ore. With the Mexican kids, it cost me practically nothing and we made a very substantial profit.” 
 
    I nodded. “I want a cut. We let the whole thing cool off for a few months. Then we start it up again. You have someone who can get you the labor from Mexico?” 
 
    Abi and Sean were staring at me with horror in their eyes. I ignored them. I was too busy watching the expression on Al and Karen’s faces. They were confirming what I had suspected.  
 
    “Yes!” It was Al. He was thinking all his Christmases had come at once. “Yes, that isn’t a problem.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll discus percentages later. Right now, I need my knife and my gun back. I’ll have a word with the boys and then I’ll go and deal with Vasco. I need to move fast before the sheriff gets there.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, yes, quite so. Of course.” He moved to his desk, unlocked a drawer and extracted my Sig and my knife. I went over and took them from him. I put the Sig in my pocket and slipped the knife into its sheath in my boot. Then I turned to Abi. Her eyes were begging me to tell her it wasn’t so, that I wasn’t like all the rest. 
 
    “I need you to get Sean home. When Primrose comes in, get her up to speed. I’ll take care of Vasco, then I’ll come and collect you.” I turned to Al. “We’ll have dinner, discuss the details, get our story straight.” 
 
    His face was eager. Even Karen was looking at me in a new way. “Yes,” he said again, smiling. “That will be nice. Bring the kids. You can stay over. You don’t want to go back in this weather.” 
 
    It was all very civilized. I smiled. “Fine. Can you lend Abi a truck for an hour or so?” I turned then to Sean and looked him straight in the eye. “Remember what I told you about discipline?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I smiled. “Good man. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    And I walked out, to go and deal with Pat and the ox. Behind me, I could hear Al and Karen talking to Abi like she was an old friend and they were arranging a nice social gathering. They were like voices coming from a parallel reality, where what was normal was the insane, the ghastly, and the grotesque. I blocked them out and kept walking.  
 
    I went out into the snow and followed the path to the lodgings. In a strange replay of what I had done earlier, I opened the door and stepped inside, closing it behind me. I glanced at the kitchen. Now several cupboards stood open, but there was nobody there. I waited a moment, listening. I could hear voices upstairs, sullen, griping. I climbed the steps, feeling a momentary weariness in my mind and in my heart. For a moment I longed for Marni, for her sanity, for the hope she gave me that I could be a better man: a better human being. I pushed the thoughts away and walked down the passage once again to the room where Pat and the ox were on their knees, scrubbing the floor with bleach. I wondered what they had done with Mike’s body, then decided I didn’t care. 
 
    I stood in the doorway. They looked up at me. I put a single round into each one of them, in the center of their foreheads. All their scrubbing was for nothing. I turned and walked away. 
 
   


 
  

 twenty-two 
 
      
 
    I took the Audi Q7 down the track, back toward the road. I could see the plow through the windshield. It was on the road, but it was motionless. I pulled up outside the broken gates, swung down, and walked across the cleared blacktop toward the cab. The door was open, the key was in the ignition, but Vasco wasn’t in the plow. He’d driven up, positioned the vehicle ready to start shifting work, and then he’d climbed down and disappeared. 
 
    I scanned the area. It was no more than three in the afternoon, but already the sky was casting a menacing darkness over the plain. The empty miles of featureless white would have made a man’s silhouette stand out. But there was nothing: no tracks, no tell-tale humps in the snow, nothing but a white wasteland and the freezing, desultory wind lifting occasional ghosts and drifting them across the empty landscape. 
 
    Empty but for one, singular feature. I stood staring at it for a moment. A sudden twist of anxiety told me I had just found Primrose, but Vasco had found her before me. I pulled the Sig from my pocket and ran toward the depot. I hit the snow and started wading like a man running through deep surf. It dragged at my feet, made me stumble, was agonizingly slow. My breath tore at my lungs. I finally made it around the palisade fence to the main gate and, with a sickening jolt, I saw the SUV that Abi and Sean had taken to return to the guesthouse. They had had the same realization. I ran, skidded and fell on the frozen ground. Scrambled to my feet and made it around to the door. I cocked the Sig, wrenched the door open and went in. 
 
    It was dim. The only light came from a small fire that was burning in the corner, where a pile of blankets formed a makeshift bed. Primrose was there. So were Abi and Sean, and so was Vasco. Abi and Sean were sitting to one side, on a couple of drums. I couldn’t see Vasco clearly enough to take a shot, because he was standing behind Primrose. She was standing in the middle of the floor, with her arms stretched up above her head. She had a rope tied roughly around her wrists, slung up over one of the rafters and attached at the other end to one of the drums of gold ore. Her face was pale, her breathing was shaky, and despite the cold she was sweating. I could see his left hand on her left shoulder. Both Abi and Sean were watching me from where they were sitting. They looked as terrified as Primrose. Joe Vasco spoke. 
 
    “Well, lookie who just came in. The Lone Stranger…” He laughed like he’d said something funny. 
 
    I closed the door and took a step closer. 
 
    He went on. “You know what I got back here? You being a fighting man, a man of weapons, you’d be interested.” His voice changed suddenly, became menacing. “Don’t come any closer, friend. I’ll tell you all about it.” 
 
    “I thought we had an arrangement, Vasco. What are you doing?” 
 
    He laughed. It was an ugly sound that seemed to creep among the shadows. He leered at me and rested his chin on Primrose’s shoulder. “You want to take a shot? How good are you? Light ain’t great. Be a shame to miss and hit this pretty little lady. Especially before I’ve had my bit of fun with her.” He narrowed his eyes. “We didn’t have no arrangement, Walker. You made your arrangement with Mr. and Mrs. Stupid. You think I didn’t realize the little game you was playing? Well, now we’re going to play my game. My game is called…” He grinned and slid his right arm around her waist. Clutched in his hand was a hunting knife with a broad, six-inch blade serrated along the back. He repeated, “My game is called, where do we put the knife?” 
 
    I kept my voice steady. “Do you know what I will do to you if you hurt her, Vasco?” 
 
    “Do you know what I will do to her if you don’t put down your gun and your knife?” 
 
    I bluffed. “We have a stalemate.” 
 
    He shook his head. He was still resting his chin on her shoulder. “Uh-uh. ’Cause, see? I don’t have to kill her. I can take my sweet time. I can cut open her shirt and I can cut slowly into…” 
 
    “All right! You made your point.” I bent down and laid the Sig on the floor, then stood. 
 
    He chuckled. “And the knife, Mr. Special Ops. Next to the pistol.” 
 
    I pulled the knife and laid it next to the gun. “OK,” I said. “Now what? This is between you and me. Let them go.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” He stood erect and turned to Sean. “You, pick up the gun and the knife. Put them over there, by the wall, where I can see them. Do anything stupid and I’ll skin your sister like a mule dear.” 
 
    Sean walked to me. Our eyes met for a second in silent communication. He picked up the weapons and carried them to one side, as Vasco had instructed him. Then he returned to his mother’s side. 
 
    “See, Walker, the big difference between me and Al and Karen, is they’re stupid, and I am not.” 
 
    I gave a small laugh. “You look pretty stupid to me, Vasco. How are you going to explain all this to the Feds and the sheriff? Do you realize that Al wants to frame you alone for everything—from the mine to the girls who were murdered? You’re playing right into his hands.” 
 
    He was laughing again, waving the blade in the negative. “Uh-uh, see, there it is. I don’t believe you are stupid enough to call the sheriff. I figure you for a poker-playin’ man, and that was all one big bluff. I have to hand it to you. It was smart and you wrapped them around your little pinkie just like you wanted. But I ain’t as stupid as they are.” 
 
    I nodded and gave a little snort. “So what’s your big plan, Einstein?” 
 
    He put his elbow on Primrose’s shoulder and pointed the big blade at me like a gun. He narrowed his eyes, like he was aiming that gun. “See?” he said. “I got you figured out.” 
 
    I laughed quietly. “Really?” 
 
    “You’re tough. I got to hand you that. You’re one tough son of a bitch, and you are dangerous. You are without doubt the most dangerous man I ever knew. But you got one, big weakness.” 
 
    “What’s that? Enlighten me.” 
 
    “You got a soft spot for a pretty woman. Me? I’m happy to kill you and the kid and then have my way with momma here and the girl. Then I’ll kill them too, and walk away a happy man. But you, you think you’re some kind of hero: Captain America, the Lone fuckin’ Ranger, some knight of the fuckin’ round table. You…” He wagged the knife at me again. “You want to be a good man. And that, friend, is your weakness. You know why?”  
 
    He slipped his left hand over her left shoulder and changed the knife from his right to his left. Then his right hand disappeared and came back holding his Desert Eagle. Primrose’s eyes were wide and wild. Her breath was shaking badly. Abi stifled a sob, and Sean said, “Don’t let him see you’re scared, Mom!” 
 
    Vasco pressed his cheek against Primrose’s and pressed his body up close against her back. He slowly brought the knife around, so that his elbow was poking out and the point of the knife was pressing against her chest at the height of the fifth intercostal. Then he aimed the pistol straight at my gut. He was six paces away and could not miss. 
 
    “They say,” he drawled into her ear, “that a shot in the belly is the most painful way to die. Now I’ll tell you what my plan is, Mr. Hero, you’re going to stand there and allow me to shoot you in the gut. Because if you move, I am going to ram this big old cock of a knife right into her heart.” 
 
    “And if I allow you to kill me, what guarantee have I that you won’t then rape and kill her?” 
 
    He was enjoying himself, having a great old time. He leered and drew breath to answer. I didn’t hesitate or change the expression on my face. I just slipped my left foot back and around behind my right one, so my belly was no longer in his line of fire. In the same fluid movement, with my right hand, I pulled the second Sig from my waistband, behind my back, and took the shot of my life. I put a 9 mm hollow tip right through his left elbow. It shattered the joint and at the same time, the sheer force of the slug violently levered his hand away from her chest. He staggered back, screaming, “Oh shit! Oh shit!” 
 
    I aimed up at the rafter and shot the rope where it lay against the wood, and Primrose ran staggering toward her mother. With her out of the way, I took aim at Vasco where he lay on the floor. Maybe it was because I didn’t want Sean to witness a killing. Maybe it was because I was exhausted. Maybe it was both. Whatever the reason, the shot was not instant. I took maybe a quarter of a second to line him up, and by that time, in his pain and his rage, he had fired. He didn’t aim, but he got lucky, and the slug hit my gun, dented the barrel and ricocheted across my hand. There was no permanent damage, but the pain was excruciating and my gun was unusable. 
 
    I swallowed the pain and moved toward him to finish him with my bare hands, but he had staggered to his feet. He was strong, and what was worse, he had a strong mind. He must have been in agony. His left arm was hanging limp by his side, bleeding profusely. He was still screaming, making inarticulate noises, but his eyes were fixed on me and he was walking toward me, with the gun held out in front of him. 
 
    For a moment, his eyes glazed and seemed about to roll back in his head. He let out an animal groan and doubled up. I took a step toward him, but he yelled then screamed. He flushed red and took another step, staring hard into my face. I started dancing like a boxer, making a moving target. His gun wavered. I danced toward him. He thrust the weapon forward, I danced away and he fired. He missed and I heard the slug thud into one of the drums of ore. I rushed him and saw the black hole of the muzzle loom into my face. There was an explosion that made my ears ring and I danced away again, shaking my head. 
 
    He had five rounds left in his magazine. It was too many, and I couldn’t keep dodging forever at this range. I had to attack. I lunged in a scissor kick aimed at his gun hand. He pulled it back and I missed. When I landed, I was just two feet away from him and he smashed the heavy steel gun into the side of my head. It was like being kicked by a mule. I staggered back, stumbled, and fell, cracking my head a second time on the concrete floor.  
 
    I was stunned and numb, and not thinking, but some instinct, or maybe the years of training, made me roll and I heard a slug smash into the floor a couple of inches away. I staggered to my feet. By the wall I saw a shovel. It was seven or eight feet away. I lunged for it. My head was still ringing and I had no coordination. I stumbled and fell, with my fingers clawing at the blade. Another explosion and another slug hit the wall behind me. The shovel fell across me. I got to my knees, grabbing it like a spear. His face twisted with hatred. He aimed straight at my head. He was not going to miss. There was an explosion. I roared and hurled the shovel. I saw the muzzle of the Eagle erupt in flames. I felt a searing, burning pain in my head. I saw Vasco’s head wobble and the right side of his skull erupt in blood and gore, and at the same moment the blade of the shovel embedded itself in his chest and he went down. 
 
    I turned and looked. Abi was standing, holding my Sig in both hands. She was trembling violently, staring at the twitching corpse on the floor. I struggled to my feet. A couple of times, my legs gave under me and I had to support myself on the drums stacked behind me. I took one step, and then another and finally made it to her side. She looked up at me as I took the pistol from her hands and slipped it into my waistband, behind my back. Suddenly, violently, she flung her arms around me and squeezed, sobbing into my chest. I held her tight and kissed the top of her head. Then Sean and Primrose were there, with their arms around both of us, and all three of them were sobbing. 
 
    I heard Abi’s voice, muffled by my jacket: “It’s over, please tell me it’s over, Lacklan. Tell me it’s over…” 
 
    I kissed the top of her head again and rested my chin on the soft cushion of her hair. “Nearly,” I said. “Very nearly.” 
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    She lifted her chin and searched my face with her eyes.  
 
    “What? What else?” 
 
    I shook my head. “You three have been through enough. Take the kids home. You need to clean the living room. Leave no trace, Abi. You understand?” 
 
    She nodded. “Will you…?” She stopped, searching my face again. “Will you come back to the house?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll try to get there before the storm starts up again. Go now.” 
 
    I walked them out and watched them climb into the truck and drive along the road to Independence. Then I went back inside, collected the weapons, including the shovel, and dragged Vasco’s body out to the yard. I went and got the Q7 and drove it to the depot gate. There I loaded Vasco into the back seat and drove him back to the plow where, with extreme difficulty, I put him in the driver’s seat. I put his knife in its sheath on his belt and put his Desert Eagle in his right hand. The shovel I dropped on the blacktop beside the plow. I was wearing woolen gloves, so I had left no prints. It would be a nice mystery for the Feds. 
 
    I inspected the back seat of the Q7 and found traces of Vasco’s blood. I smiled. That was fine. I drove back to the farmhouse and parked out front. Then I walked inside, crossed the tiled hall with echoing footsteps, and found Al and Karen sitting silently in front of the fire. They looked up as I came in, each with an anxious, hopeful face. I gave them two-thirds of a smile and walked to the tray of decanters on the credenza. I poured myself a large whiskey, fished a pack of Camels from my pocket, shook one free, and lit up with my battered old Zippo.  
 
    Al said, “Did everything go OK? Did you take care of Joe?” 
 
    I took a drag, inhaled deep, all the way down, let it out slow, and pulled off half the glass of Irish. Then I went and lowered myself into an armchair in front of the fire.  
 
    “Vasco is dead,” I said, and followed up with a lie. “I made it look like suicide.” 
 
    Al nodded. “Oh, good. Yes. Good idea. It all became too much for him.” 
 
    I studied his face a moment. “Pat and the other guy are taking care of things in the lodgings.” 
 
    “Good, good.” 
 
    I turned to Karen, who was staring at me with no expression. I said, “Abi, Sean, and Primrose have gone back to the guesthouse. They’re cleaning that up.” 
 
    She said, “Primrose…” with no inflection. It was just a statement. 
 
    “She was hiding out at the depot.” 
 
    She turned to Al. “Nobody thought to look there.” 
 
    He blinked a couple of times but didn’t say anything. I took another drag and another drink, let the smoke out slow through my nose. “I don’t want Primrose hurt. I don’t want anyone in that family hurt. I will respect and protect your family, Al. I want the same in return.” I gave Karen a once over, trying to read her. It wasn’t easy. I turned back to Al. “I know you’re a man who cares about family, Al. I want you to think of Abi, Primrose, and Sean as my family. Have we got a problem there?” 
 
    “No, no, not at all.” 
 
    I looked at her. “Karen?” 
 
    “No. No problem.” 
 
    I stared into my drink for a moment. “You brought a Mexican kid back with you this morning.” 
 
    Al turned away and looked into the flames in the fire. “A friend for Arnold.” 
 
    “She was filthy, skinny, starving…” 
 
    Karen sat forward, smiling. “Oh, she’s had a bath and combed her hair. She had something to eat, and she has a nice dress now. She looks quite lovely. They’re getting on very well. They seem to have taken to each other.” She laughed. “She’s Mexican, but she’s only a playmate. It’s not as if they’re getting engaged or anything!” 
 
    I shook my head. “Why?” 
 
    Al wouldn’t meet my eye. I turned to Karen. 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Why do you need to pick his friends from among slave children? Why doesn’t he make friends in the normal way?” 
 
    She looked impatient. “You’ve seen him! He’s ill. I have to keep him at home where I can look after him. You said yourself, family…” 
 
    “Karen is very,” Al hesitated, then said with emphasis, “…protective of Arnold. She feels only she can really look after him.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    He shook his head. “We don’t know. He seems to be weak, a little sickly…” 
 
    “What do the doctors say?” 
 
    Karen flashed a glance at Al. “We haven’t taken him to the doctor. We thought it was better to care for him ourselves. Nobody really understands Arnold the way we do. We are his parents.” She gave me a long look, then added with heavy meaning, “We don’t like outsiders prying.” 
 
    I snapped, “Well, get used to it. I’m a hands-on kind of guy. I like to know what goes on with my business partners.” 
 
    Her eyes went hard. “Arnold is none of your concern.” 
 
    “I’ll decide that.” 
 
    Al stared at his wife, chewing his lip. “Karen, Mr. Walker, Lacklan, is our friend now…” 
 
    I interrupted him. “So what happens? He makes friends with them. Then what? He has sex with them, too?” 
 
    Karen cried out, “No! Of course not! They talk! They spend time together, it’s soothing for him…” 
 
    “He wanted to be friends with Primrose.” 
 
    She gasped. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “I know things. Why couldn’t he be friends with Primrose?” 
 
    “She was too old for him. Why this interest in our son?” 
 
    “Who decides if she’s too old? He liked her.” 
 
    Her face flushed and she shouted at me, “I decide! Will you stop this interrogation!” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.” 
 
    Al interceded, “Really, Lacklan, I don’t see what this can have to do with you.” 
 
    I sipped my whiskey and took another drag on my cigarette. “I’ll tell you what it has to do with me. Vasco had a bigger hold over you, Al, than just the mine. He abused you and disrespected you and blackmailed you and there was not a damned thing you could do about it. He had found your Achilles’ heel and he was screwing you…” I turned and raised an eyebrow at Karen. “Both of you, for everything he could get.” I looked back at Al. “And there is only one thing that I can see that could make you that vulnerable. And that’s your son.” 
 
    He wouldn’t meet my eye. He stood suddenly, moved to the drinks tray behind his chair, and poured himself a drink. When he spoke, he addressed his words to the his glass. He said simply, “What you’re saying makes no sense. How could Arnold’s illness make me vulnerable?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. But I do know that it does.” I smiled at Karen. “Tell me something, Karen. What happens to Arnold’s friends when the visit is over?” 
 
    Neither of them answered. Al remained staring down at his drink. Karen’s mouth became a thin, obstinate line and she turned her face away from me. 
 
    I gave a small laugh. “Let me guess. Let me see if I can guess. Do you send them back to their families? Well, you don’t want this kid going back. Because if she goes back, she has something on you, she can identify you, and if she or her parents should escape, she can put her finger on the owner of the mine, who not only uses child slaves, but takes those children home for his son to…” I paused and labored the word, “…play with.” 
 
    Al said, “That’s not what happens.” 
 
    I ignored him and went on. “And, however remote the possibility of escape, you are not a man who likes loose ends. That was one of the reasons you did not like Vasco. He was a man liable to leave loose ends lying around. So it is much easier, when the nice little girls finish their visit, to simply have them disappear. And you had a man in your household who was more than willing to do that job for you: Vasco. Only trouble was, once he’d done one job, he had you over a barrel.” 
 
    I was talking, working my mouth, but I knew there were more holes in my theory than in a self-medicating hypochondriac acupuncturist. That didn’t stop me. I kept going. “Or are you going to tell me that Vasco didn’t have a taste for killing young girls?” 
 
    The silence was a palpable thing. Finally, Al said, “He did, yes. He was sick in that way; in many ways.” 
 
    I felt a hot flush of anger and fought to control it. “Yeah, he was sick. You’re just pragmatic.” 
 
    “I do what I have to do to protect my family.” 
 
    I stood. “Well, call me sentimental, Al, but this kid goes home.” 
 
    Karen said, “That’s not possible.” 
 
    I snapped, “Why not?” 
 
    She stood and came toward me, reaching for me. “He needs to be with her. Then I’ll see to it. Then I’ll take care of it. I’ll see that she’s… that she…” 
 
    “Karen!” It was Al. 
 
    I turned to look at him. 
 
    His face was flushed with anger. “Be silent!” 
 
    She clamped her mouth shut. 
 
    He glared at me. “It is impossible. How would you get her there?” 
 
    “I’ll drive her.” 
 
    “You’ll never make it there and back before the storm sets in for the night.” 
 
    “Then she comes with me.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, man! What do you think will happen when the sheriff gets here? Or the FBI?” 
 
    I stared at him. “So what do you propose?” 
 
    It was Karen who answered, with her fists clenched and her face crimson. “She must be eliminated! They are always eliminated! It is the only way!”  
 
    I thought of the two pathetic kids upstairs: her, a child of fifteen, robbed of her innocence, ripped from her family, enslaved, brutalized, and now abducted and sentenced to death—why? Because she looked nice, because she was selected by this maniac to talk to his son for a few hours. And the boy, an emaciated wreck who despite his twenty years had never made it to adulthood, sentenced to be smothered by his mother, fed little girls to talk to in some ghastly Freudian nightmare, and then have his ‘friends’ taken from him and slaughtered. It was insane. 
 
    But even as I thought about it, I knew I was missing something. I knew there was more to it than that. I had always known, since I’d seen them in the church, that there was something deeper, darker, about this family; something crucial that I was missing. I turned and walked out of the room, crossed the hall, and climbed the stairs. Karen came running after me, screaming, “What are you doing? Where are you going? What are you going to do? Stop! Stop!” 
 
    She clawed at my back. I turned, put my hand over her face, and shoved. She stumbled back, tripped over her own feet and fell, sprawling on the cold floor. Al hurried out of his study and went to help her up.  
 
    I ran up the stairs and made my way along the corridor to Arnold’s room. The key was in the lock on the outside, and the door was locked. I unlocked it and went in.  
 
    The sight that met my eyes was sickening. The girl was on his bed. She was dressed in a pretty frock. She had been bathed and her hair washed. She looked pretty, almost unrecognizable from the girl I had seen that morning. She was staring at me and her eyes looked close to terror. Next to her, Arnold was curled in the fetal position, dressed in his pajamas. His eyes were open, but he didn’t look up. He didn’t react at all. He just lay there. 
 
    I looked at the girl. 
 
    “Te llamas María?” Was her name Maria. 
 
    “Si, soy María.” 
 
    “Sabes manejar?” I asked her if she knew how to drive. Mexican kids learn young. She nodded. “Si.” 
 
    I jerked my head. “Come on!” 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    I said, “Do you speak English?” 
 
    She nodded. “A little.” 
 
    “Well if you want to live, come with me. Your family is waiting. Hurry!” 
 
    I guess she figured she didn’t have much to lose. She jumped off the bed and ran to me. I grabbed her wrist and we moved along the landing. At the top of the stairs, I saw Al and Karen halfway up.  
 
    “Get back in your study or this story ends right here.” 
 
    He was unarmed and he backed down a few steps. Karen reached toward the girl and climbed another step, smiling, appealing, “No, honey, you can’t leave. You have to stay. We still have so much fun to have. We’ll have a party, I’ll bake a cake…” 
 
    I stepped in front of the girl and rushed the half-dozen steps between me and Karen. I thrust the Sig in her face and snarled, “I am serious, Karen. I swear I’ll throw you down the stairs. You get your damn kicks somewhere else!” She backed down to the hall and I shouted at her, “In the study!” 
 
    She ran sobbing to her husband. He took her in his arms, stared at me shaking his head, and they went inside and closed the door. I grabbed Maria’s arm and said, “Run, fast!” 
 
    We went out the door and ran down the drive. The sky was turning black again, the wind was beginning to rise and there were snowflakes drifting in the air. I ignored the Q7. I wanted the Feds to find it there, and in any case, if weather conditions got tough, she would need something with real grunt. We made it to the Dodge RAM I had ditched earlier. I climbed in, backed it out of the ditch and swung it around. Then I climbed out and held the door open for her. She looked at me a moment like I was crazy. I smiled. 
 
    “Go back to the mine. All the bad guys are dead.  Los malo están muertos. Your parents are waiting for you. Tonight, maybe tomorrow, the sheriff will come. He will help you. Comprende?” 
 
    She nodded. Her eyes flooded. “Thank you.” 
 
    Next thing, she’d clambered in. She slammed the door and took off like a greyhound with a Carolina reaper up its ass. I watched her corner onto the blacktop at the end of the drive and head toward the mine doing eighty and climbing. 
 
    I stared toward Independence. The red Toyota with the broken windshield was there, beside me. I could probably make it work. Hell, I could probably walk it before the storm started in earnest. But I looked back at the farmhouse. There was unfinished business there, with Al—and Karen. But I didn’t know what it was, or how to finish it. So I just stood and stared as the darkness crept in around me. 
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    I didn’t know what it was, or how to finish it, but I did know where. So I turned and I walked along the frozen path, under the darkening sky, toward the farmhouse. The door was still open. It swung on its hinges, beating the wall in a broken tattoo, like a madman trying to beat memories out of his mind. 
 
    I stepped inside and closed the door behind me. The big marble hall with the sweeping staircase was silent. There had been so much death in this house, what could you expect but silence? I looked down at my hands. They were still smeared with dry blood. They were the same hands that had held Marni; the same hands that had handed Maria the key to the Dodge. They were the same hands that just a few hours earlier had cut down eight men with an axe. Were they the hands that were responsible for this silence of death? 
 
    I looked at the study door. It was closed. I wondered what I would find inside, and instinctively glanced up at the landing: the dark corridor that led to the right, towards Arnold’s room. What would I find up there? 
 
    I crossed the hall and my heels echoed, loud, sharp ricochets like running feet going up the walls, and into the shadows beneath the ceiling. I took the cold, brass handle in my hand and pushed open the door, stepped inside.  
 
    He was sitting in his chair, staring at the flames in the fire again. In his hand he held a glass of whisky. He didn’t look up. My glass was still on the mock Queen Anne occasional table beside the chair where I’d been sitting. I picked it up and crossed behind him to the sideboard, refilled it, and went to sit in my chair. I felt exhausted. I closed my eyes for a moment and tried to find somewhere in my body that didn’t hurt; somewhere in my mind where there was no ache. I found nowhere. 
 
    When I opened them again, he was watching me. When he spoke, it was the voice of a man preparing to depart, attempting to leave behind at least some kind of explanation, a justification for his life. 
 
    “You can’t understand,” he said, “unless you’ve had children.” 
 
    “The families at the mine,” I replied, “had children. Did you understand them?” 
 
    He looked away from me, at the wavering flames, at the logs being steadily consumed. “You think differently when you have children. They come before everything. Even before God.” 
 
    “Are you speaking for yourself, or for Karen?” 
 
    “She’s his mother.” He said it like it was an explanation, like it told me something I didn’t know. “He was everything to her.” He sighed heavily. For a moment he looked to me like a very old man, laying his head down upon a pillow for the last time. “I don’t know if you can begin to understand. I don’t know why God has chosen you as my judge, if you can have no understanding of what happened, of how it was.” He shook his head. “She did not live, she had not lived until he was born. And then…” For a second his face showed some animation. “Then it was as though she were born when he was born.” He turned to me. “I saw her that first day, holding him in her arms, and she was alive! She loved… him…” 
 
    He turned back to the fire, and the flicker of flame I had seen in his face drained away again. I asked, “What happened?” 
 
    He didn’t respond for a while. Then he shrugged. “Life happened. For almost fifteen years we were happy. Maybe that’s not such a bad run in this world. I ran the farm, grew crops, did the work a man is supposed to do in this world. I lived…” His face darkened with bitterness. “I lived an honorable life. And she cared for our son. He was never strong. At the age of ten or eleven he began to show signs of being sickly. He wasn’t stupid.” He looked at me as though I might challenge that statement. I didn’t and he turned back to the fire. “He was just different. It was as though, where the rest of us look out into the world, he looked within instead. It made him a lonely child.” 
 
    I pulled my cigarettes from my pocket, extracted one, and lit up. I inhaled and took a long sip of whiskey. “What about school?” 
 
    He shook his head. “She wouldn’t have it. She wouldn’t be parted from him. We tried to take him to a nursery school when he was just a small toddler. They both became inconsolable. He was hysterical and so was she. So we opted for home schooling. We briefly employed a home tutor. But that was impossible, too. Karen made it impossible.” 
 
    “She interfered in the classes.”  
 
    It wasn’t a question. He nodded. “After a week, she left and Karen took over the lessons.” 
 
    I took another drag and breathed the smoke deep into my lungs. “So he never made friends. Never learned to play with other kids.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Karen said he was not like other children. They did not understand him. He was sensitive. She said he was fragile. All he needed was his mother.” 
 
    “You didn’t agree.” 
 
    “No. I believed that he needed friends, albeit sensitive friends, intelligent children who would not victimize or torment him.” 
 
    “Not easy in a community with barely twenty families.” 
 
    He gave his head a small shake. “You’d be surprised. This is not the wild west anymore, Lacklan. There are no more gunfights, no more Indians. This is…” He trailed off. “This could have been an idyllic community. It was. The children in Independence were happy and healthy. Wholesome. They were reared in the tradition of Christian kindness, tolerance, family…” His face twisted with grief. “If I had….” He threw back his head and looked at an empty spot in space. The flames washed his face and reflected like wet fire on his tears. “If I had only shown a little strength. If I had only cared enough to do something. The teacher and the children at the local school, all those good people in the village, they would have loved and nurtured him.” 
 
    “But Karen wouldn’t have it.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I added, and watched his face carefully as I said it, “The sickness was hers, not his.” 
 
    He went very still. After a moment he took a deep, wet breath. “The sickness was hers, not his, and she passed it to him through the milk from her breast. And I stood by and watched it happen, may God forgive me.” 
 
    “When did it start?” 
 
    “Predictably, as he started to approach puberty. He would see the little girls of his age.” 
 
    “See them how?” 
 
    He smiled. “Through the windows of the car. He began to develop crushes. As we all did at that age. He would fall in love with this girl, or that girl…” 
 
    “Rose Gordon…?” 
 
    His face went gray. He sagged. Stared down at his hands in his lap. “Rose and Sally Gordon. Sweet, delightful girls. He loved them both. Who wouldn’t?” 
 
    He fell silent. 
 
    I smoked and drank for a moment, watching him, waiting. Finally, I asked: “What happened? They came to visit?”  
 
    He took another deep, shaky breath. “I suppose it must be told. She wouldn’t have it. She was adamant. They would not cross our doorstep. She would not have them in our house. They were not suitable, they were the wrong class, the wrong kind of people. You name it, she came up with every reason and every excuse in the book. But the more she said no, the more he cried, the more violent his tantrums became, until in the end he had a fit.” 
 
    I frowned. “A fit?” 
 
    He nodded. “It is hardly surprising. God alone knows what kind of Freudian nightmare was going on in that poor child’s mind. Every kind of emotional repression and blackmail you can imagine. The only emotion he was allowed was the adoration of his mother. Everything else, every other emotion was…” He held out his hand and clenched his fist. “…crushed! He was emotionally blackmailed into remaining a four-year-old, Lacklan. And finally, when he was about twelve, he snapped, broke under the strain. He became what you see today. He started to have fits, he would go into hysterical paralysis for days on end. Finally, she relented and asked the Gordon girls if they would like to visit with us. They were extremely kind to Arnold. They mothered him and spoiled him. They baked brownies with Karen and fed them to him, they read him books…” 
 
    Again he trailed off.  
 
    “How did Karen take that” 
 
    He snorted. “It was the happiest we had seen Arnold in years! And of course he was hopelessly in love with both of them. He demanded that they come back the following weekend, and the weekend after that.” 
 
    “How old was he by then?” 
 
    “Fourteen, fifteen.” 
 
    “How long did it go on?” 
 
    “From fourteen to fifteen.” 
 
    “So when the Gordon girls were raped and murdered…” 
 
    “They were visiting Arnold, yes.” He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “Karen had become increasingly unhappy with the girls visiting so often. It was practically once a week. Arnold lived for those visits. His focus of affection had shifted, as a teenage boy’s must, from her to the girls. She had become morose, bitter, unreasonable to the point of being irrational.” He opened his eyes again, stared into his drink and took a sip. “One day, out of the blue, she decided we had to promote a young hand we had recently employed.” 
 
    “Joe Vasco.” 
 
    “Yes, Joe Vasco.” 
 
    “And that was when it started.” 
 
    “Two weeks later, the Gordon girls were killed and their family disappeared shortly afterwards.” He paused, staring at his hands in his lap. I had the impression he was fighting back tears. Eventually he raised an eyebrow, drew breath, and went on, “The sheriff came over from Lovelock. He investigated, but there was no evidence. It was as though their parents had vanished off the face of the Earth. The sheriff went away and things returned to normal for a while. But pretty soon Arnold started hankering for a friend again. He had fallen in love with another little girl.” 
 
    He raised a hand and wiped a tear from his face. 
 
    I said, “Sally.” 
 
    He nodded. “Little Sally Ibanez. A ray of sun. She lit up the house. Her laughter…!” He laughed himself, but it was chocked off into a sob. He shook his head, barely able to talk, but needing to go on. “She couldn’t walk anywhere. She had to run. Run and laugh. She filled the house,” he waved his hand in an extravagant gesture, “she filled the house with noise, the way Arnold should have done, but never did… was never able. Was never allowed…” 
 
    “Then she was killed, too.” 
 
    “Then she was killed, for being pretty and lovable, and full of joy. Arnold adored her. So did I. And Karen detested her. I don’t know the details. I never want to know the details. I barely hold on to sanity as it is, Lacklan. I cannot escape the reality that I am as responsible for what happened to those children as Karen and Joe Vasco. But I cannot bear to know the details.” 
 
    I took a sip and flicked the butt of my cigarette into the flames. The horrific reality was clear, even if, as Al said, the particular details were missing. I had as little desire to know them as he did. But there was another, equally disturbing level to this story. I reached for my Camels and pulled another from the pack. I flipped the Zippo and sparked the flint, leaned into the flame, and sucked. I flicked the lid closed and stared at the battered brass in my hands, turning over in my mind how one thing led to another. It was barely credible. I looked at him and shook my head. 
 
    “So the mine. The mine was not about the gold.” 
 
    He glanced at me and the flames danced in his wet, swollen eyes. “No. Never. Not for me. I knew there was gold there. I didn’t know how much. It was in my mind to make a deal with one of the big Nevada corporations before I died, to secure Arnold’s future after I was gone. But Karen and Joe came up with another plan.” He shook his head. “I am not shirking my responsibility. I colluded. I am as guilty as they.” 
 
    “Joe had the contacts in Arizona?” 
 
    “Yes. He was from Arizona. Most of the hands you met and disposed of were from Arizona or New Mexico. They had all done time. They were all involved one way or another in trafficking Mexicans across the border. He had this brilliant idea, bring in families to work the mine. It was an idea that was easy to sell to the Mexicans! No need to leave your wife and kids. Bring the family. We’ll look after you all. It’s a gold mine! Good pay and you all stay together.” 
 
    I finished for him, “But when they get here, you separate them. You feed them and house them, at a minimal cost, and force them to work the mine. The threat that keeps them going, and stops them escaping, is what will happen to the kids if they do.” 
 
    “And for the kids, what will happen to their parents.” 
 
    “And meanwhile you have an unlimited supply of girls for Arnold to fall in love with. And when the time comes to get rid of them, nobody is going to be asking any questions. As far as Mexico is concerned, they left the country illegally. As far as the U.S.A. is concerned, they never arrived. They don’t exist.” 
 
    He nodded. “That is correct.” 
 
    “And meanwhile, you clean up at the mine.” I gave a small laugh. “This is Nevada! Home of Las Vegas, Reno, the Mafia! How hard could it be to find a sympathetic partner to take tons of gold ore off you on the quiet, no questions asked. You mine it at practically no cost, they buy it, process it, and sell it. Everybody wins, excepts the Mexican families and the kids who do the mining. But who cares, right? They are expendable.” 
 
    “I am not proud of what I have done. I believed it was best for my son.” 
 
    “And that’s your excuse?” 
 
    He shook his head. “There is no excuse. It’s my reason.” 
 
    “What happened to Peggy?” 
 
    He stared at me for a long time. His face twisted, his bottom lip trembled. When he finally spoke, his voice was ugly with tortured emotion. “He wanted little blonde girls, with blue eyes. Karen hates Mexicans… So he hates Mexicans!” 
 
    I snarled at him, “She didn’t want him with any girl. But if he had to have one, she had to be blonde and blue-eyed. Only an Aryan was good enough to die for her son.” 
 
    He fell back in his chair and sobbed. 
 
    “How many little Mexican girls died before you decided they weren’t good enough?” 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    “Where are they buried?” 
 
    “Behind the lodgings.” 
 
    “You son of a bitch. What about the other families?” 
 
    “After a year, they were returned to Mexico, and a fresh lot were brought in. Threats of retribution if they spoke were enough to keep them quiet. Not that any officials over there would care, or take them seriously, if they did speak out.” 
 
    I stood. “Where is she?” 
 
    “Upstairs, with the boy.” 
 
    I left the study. I climbed the stairs feeling like I was in some kind of surreal nightmare. I walked down the long, dark, narrow corridor to his room and opened the door. I stood on the threshold. He was alone on his bed, still curled in the fetal position. He gazed at me with empty, hungry eyes.  
 
    “Did you bring Primrose for me?” 
 
    I stepped into the room, gazed down at him and shook my head. I could hear Al’s feet, weary on the stairs. I said, “No,” 
 
    And then there was a sudden, terrible explosion of pain in my head.  
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    I could hear screaming. My mind told me it was Primrose screaming. But as I surfaced from the darkness, I became aware that it wasn’t. It was the gale. It was hurtling off the plain to the north, breaking around the house, screaming in the pylons and the trees, and then groaning around the building. I groaned, too. There was a terrible pain in my head. I felt sick, and as I tried to raise myself to stand, I felt dizzy. By degrees, I got myself to a kneeling position, then leaned over and retched sour whiskey onto the carpet. I leaned against the foot of the bed, closed my eyes, and waited for the pain and the nausea to pass. 
 
    Memories filtered back. I had come up to the room. I had seen him on the bed. He had asked me about Primrose. I had said that I had not brought her for him. And then the explosion of pain that had ripped at my skull. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked down at where I had been lying. The poker was there, on the floor. There was blood caked on it. I felt the back of my head. The hair was matted, sticky. Maybe one day I would learn to live by my own creed. Be in the moment. React in the moment. 
 
    I forced myself to stand. Another wave of nausea. The black glass in the window showed flurries of snow. That and the wind told me I had been out for a long time. Too long. An hour at least. I tried the door. It was locked. I reached for my gun. Naturally they had taken it, along with my knife. Sergeant Bradley looked at me from within my mind and shook his head. I told him to shut up, took my Swiss Army knife from my pocket, and started removing the hinges from the door frame. People always focus on the lock, but too often forget about the hinges. 
 
    After a couple minutes, I wedged the screwdriver into the crack, levered the door enough to get a hold of it, and ripped it out of the frame. Then I was running down the stairs, trying to ignore the blunt hatchet in my skull. The front door was open, like the last person to leave had been in a hurry. The gale was blowing snow in across the cold marble floor. I stepped out and needles of ice lashed my face and drove through my jacket and my shirt to tear at my skin. 
 
    There were no vehicles. The Q7 was gone, the Jeep was gone, the Dodge was gone. They were all gone. It was almost three miles to the guesthouse. There was no doubt in my mind that three miles in a blizzard, while suffering from a concussion and exhaustion, was more than enough to kill you. I thought of the red Toyota with the smashed windshield. I might be able to make that work. Toyotas are pretty much indestructible.  
 
    I set off down the track at an unsteady, sliding run, trying not to slip and fall on the freezing road. After a minute I came to the Toyota, and a knot of anxiety twisted my gut. The hood was up and, when I looked, the battery had been riddled with gunshots. 
 
    That left only one way to get to Abi and Primrose, and Sean. I had to go on foot. I didn’t hesitate. You don’t hesitate in the face of the things you know you have to do. You just do them. I put my hands in my jacket pockets and started to walk. There are no good ways to die. But nobody gets out of here alive either, and this was as good a way to go as any I could think of. I summoned up the memory of Sergeant Bradley again, smiling at me with his big, bearded Kiwi face, taunting me with his weird Kiwi accent, “Come on, you big girl’s blouse! Couple of miles in the snow—do you good! Make a man of you!” 
 
    The fact was, the storm was not as bad as it had been the night before. The wind was fierce and the temperature was well below zero, but the snow was not so heavy, and because what had already fallen had frozen, it was not being whipped up into clouds by the gale. At least, not much. Visibility was not too bad, and pretty soon I could see the icy twinkle of the lights in Independence. I was shivering badly, but I picked up my step, telling myself it was not so bad. I could make it. 
 
    I came at last to the road and stopped. On my right, I could see the black hulk of the snow plow. That would get me to Independence in a matter of a few minutes. It would deprive me of the element of surprise. It would give Al and Karen advance warning of my arrival and give them the chance to escape. But it might also save Abi, Primrose, and Sean’s lives. But even as I was thinking it over, I heard, among the howl and groan of the wind, another sound: the sound of a straining engine, the sound of tires spinning, trying to grip onto ice. I ran. 
 
    I sprinted, heedless of the possibility of sliding and falling, not giving a damn if I did or not. I had to get to that vehicle before the tires bit into the earth under that layer of ice. I sprinted across the blacktop, hit the dirt road on the other side, lost my footing and sprawled facedown on the frozen ground, skinning my hands and my knees. I didn’t pause, I got up running and hurtled forward, pounding the ground with my boots, digging deep, finding reserves of strength and energy I didn’t know I had. And then it was there, twenty yards ahead of me, the Audi, with its back wheels stuck in a drift, all four wheels spinning ineffectually, achieving nothing. 
 
    Then the driver’s door opened and Al climbed out. He took two steps toward me, his face twisted and distorted with rage. He raised his hand and I saw he was holding my gun. With the momentum of my run and the frozen ground, I could not stop. I couldn’t change direction. I had no control. All I could do was hurl myself in a dive at his feet. The Sig spat and I heard the bullet zing past my ear. Then I was smashing into his legs and he slammed onto the road, sprawling across my shins. I heard the gun clatter onto the road. 
 
    I scrambled to my knees, turning as I did so. I could hear him gasping, “Oh God… Oh God…” 
 
    I stood, grabbed him by the collar, and dragged him to his feet, shouting at him, “Enough, Al! Enough!” As I did, I saw his right arm flash and I knew he had my Fairbairn & Sykes fighting knife in his hand. I didn’t think. My left hand flashed to his inside elbow as I stepped back. My right grasped the outside of his wrist and I shoved, turning the blade inward, guiding it into his heart. 
 
    We were just inches apart. We stared into each other’s eyes. He looked astonished, frowned. I have little time for philosophy, but sometimes when I look into the eyes of a dying man I remember what the Buddhists say: that your dying thought conditions your next becoming. Aloysius Groves had become a monster, had conspired in the murder and enslavement of children, yet in that moment, a pale flame of compassion burned inside me; maybe because I knew that he hated himself for what he had become. 
 
    I heard my voice rasp, in spite of myself, “Wherever you’re going, Al, whatever awaits you there, you can be better than this.” 
 
    Let that be his dying thought. His eyes glazed and his life left his body. I reached down and picked up my Sig. Then I dragged his empty carcass by his ankles to the front of the Audi and wedged his legs under the front wheels. I climbed in, put it in drive and accelerated slowly. The tires bit into the legs and slowly pulled the SUV out of the drift. 
 
    I kept it steady at fifteen miles an hour. I half expected to find Karen buried in a drift too, but there was no sign of her. There was no sign of her on the road, or in the village when I finally arrived. I parked the SUV beside my Zombie, climbed out, and trudged through the deep snow in the front yard up to the door. I rang on the bell and hammered on the wood. I heard a door open and close inside, then silence. I rang again and hammered again, and shouted, “Abi! It’s me! Lacklan! Open up!” 
 
    Then there was the rattle of a lock, the door wrenched open, and Abi was there, reaching for me with both hands. 
 
    “Oh, thank God! I was so worried!” She held me close and I held her back, but only for a second. 
 
    I said, “Abi, there is no time. Get inside. Where are the kids?” 
 
    She let me go and stepped back. I closed the door. “Abi, the kids, where are they?” 
 
    She frowned. “Upstairs, in bed. They were exhausted. Why…?” 
 
    “I can’t explain now.” 
 
    I turned and sprinted up the stairs, moved swiftly along the landing until I came to Primrose’s door. I opened it quietly and went in. The room was dark. The drapes were closed. I could hear the soft, steady flow of her breath. I moved to her side, hunkered down, and folded back the duvet. She was sleeping peacefully. I stood and moved to the window, pulled back the edge of the drape and peered into the garden. The window was closed and locked. The back yard was empty. There were no prints in the snow. 
 
    I turned. Abi’s black silhouette was framed in the doorway. I moved to her, we stepped out onto the landing, and I closed Primrose’s door behind me, then went to Sean’s room. 
 
    He was out cold under his bedclothes. I folded them back. He was sleeping soundly, breathing deeply and slowly. I checked his window. It was securely closed. I could see down into the small square, my Zombie, the Audi, the doc’s house and the dark plain beyond. There was nothing, nobody. Where was she? 
 
    I stepped out onto the landing. Abi took hold of my lapels, staring up into my face. “What is it, Lacklan? What’s going on? Tell me.” 
 
    I looked into her face for a moment, then pushed past her and ran down the stairs and into the kitchen. She was close behind me. I checked the kitchen door. It was locked. There was a deadbolt at the bottom and another at the top. They were both driven home.  
 
    I turned. She was standing at the table, watching me, her face tight with anxiety.  
 
    “Lacklan…? You’re hurt. You have blood on the back of your head.” 
 
    I ignored her comment. “There’s no deadbolt on the front door?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No… Please tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    A wave of nausea flooded over me. I moved to the big pine table. I took off my jacket, pulled out a chair, and sat. “Make some coffee, would you? Very strong, and sweet.” I put my head in my hands. Where did you begin to explain? 
 
    “Al is dead.” 
 
    She was opening a coffee percolator, watching me. “Did you kill him?” 
 
    I nodded. “In self-defense. He was on his way here. Karen is here, somewhere. Abi, she’s crazy. She is behind all of this.” 
 
    She finished preparing the coffee and put it on the cooker to brew. The wind rattled the kitchen window. She came to the table and sat, took hold of my hand. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I’m sure. If it weren’t for the gash on the back of my head, I might think I was out of my mind and had imagined it all. But that crazy bitch hit me with a poker.” 
 
    She frowned at me like she herself was wondering if I had lost my mind. I started to talk, to tell her about my conversation with Al, and the more I talked, the less skeptical she looked. The coffee percolator began to gurgle. She rose and crossed the room to pour the hot, black brew into a mug. As she did it, she said, “It was Karen’s idea for the girls to go over and visit. I remember because Pamela Gordon, that was their mother, talked to me about it. She wasn’t sure what to do. Everybody knew that Arnold was a bit… odd. But she didn’t want to offend the Groves. They carried a lot of weight. It was the same with Sally’s Mom. It was Karen who asked for Sally to visit.” 
 
    She returned, handed me my mug, and sat. And it was in that moment that the terrible, tortured shriek split the night, and something big and heavy smashed against the kitchen door. It pounded again and again, and the scream wouldn’t stop. 
 
    I went to stand but Abi was clawing at my arm, screaming, “Oh dear God! Don’t leave me! Don’t leave me!” 
 
    I yanked my arm free, pulled my Sig from my waistband and ran across the kitchen floor. I crouched, slid back the bolt at the bottom of the door, and reached up and slid the one at the top, feeling my fingers were made of lead. I turned the key and pulled the door open, aiming the gun straight ahead of me.  
 
    There was nothing there.  
 
    I took the gun with both hands and stepped into the snow, scanning left and right. There was nothing, only the deep tracks that led across the snow to the plum tree. I stepped out and scanned the wall of the building. There was nobody hiding there. I waded to the tree, pulled myself up, and looked over the fence. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Abi was silhouetted black in the open kitchen doorway. I could see the warm light coming through the window from the inside. I could see the kitchen table, the blue iron range, the chairs where we had been sitting. She had seen all that too, from up here. It had been a distraction. A distraction from the only other point of entry. 
 
    The front door. 
 
   


 
  

 Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    I leapt down from the tree and tried to run through the deep snow. Each wading step took a whole, interminable second. Abi stood staring at me, her eyes wide with fear. She kept asking, “What? Lacklan, what is it? You’re scaring me!” 
 
    I got to the door and ran, slipped on the snow on my boots and fell, scrambled to my feet, and took off through the living room toward the reception. Abi was just behind me. I ripped open the door. Freezing wind fingered my face. Snow swirled at my feet. I stared out at the black night, because the front door was open. 
 
    I swore violently and ran up the stairs, taking them three at a time, screaming, “Primrose! Sean! Wake up! Wake up!” 
 
    I hit the landing and ran for Primrose’s room. The door opened as I got there. Primrose was staring at me, wide eyed and sleepy. 
 
    “What is it? What’s going on?” 
 
    I said, “Sean!” and turned. Abi was already opening his door. I shouted, “Abi! No!” But it was too late, she’d pushed it open. I threw myself at her as Karen lunged. Abi fell sprawling on the floor. For a second I saw Karen’s face, twisted with frenzied hatred. Then I felt the hard blade of a kitchen knife slash deep into my arm. The Sig fell from my hand. I grabbed her wrist and tried to twist her arm, but her strength was terrifying and she clawed at my face with her free hand. We staggered back toward the banisters. I felt my foot knock my gun and heard it clatter through the rails and down the stairs. I tried to kick at her legs, but she was rushing forward and I was off balance. 
 
    I fell and she fell on top of me. I felt the warm blood oozing down my arm. She put all her weight on the knife. The big, silver blade was just inches from my face, smeared with my blood. 
 
    Was it just my blood? Past Karen’s frenzied face, I saw Abi reaching down for her. I shouted, “Sean! Check Sean!” 
 
    She hesitated a moment, then vanished, running for Sean’s room. 
 
    Everything had happened in a few seconds, and suddenly I knew, either I could do something now or in the next couple of seconds, Karen would kill me. All I could do was go as crazy as she was. I roared in her face and bucked my hips like a bronco, wrenching her arms to one side. She fell. I struggled to get to my feet but she was thrashing like a hooked fish, trying to slash at my hand where I still held her wrist. She gashed me. I let go and stood back. 
 
    I was at the top of the stairs. My arm was bleeding profusely. She switched the knife to underhand, screamed like a banshee and rushed me. I grabbed her arm, felt the blade cat into my chest and we both fell. As we went down, I yanked her around so I landed on top of her, keeping the knife away from my body. I heard her groan and her eyes rolled. I grabbed her baby finger with my right hand and forced it back, trying to release her grip on the handle. She started to thrash and kick and scream again. A voice somewhere shouted, “I can’t get past you!” But before I could make sense of it, we had started to slip and slide down the stairs.  
 
    We hit the bottom. And I felt a body move past me. Vaguely, I was aware of Abi having jumped over us. I pinned Karen’s right hand to the floor with all my weight. She wriggled her hand, sawing at my arm with the blade. I ignored the pain and tried to pound at her face and body with my right fist, but she gripped my arm, sinking her nails into my flesh.  
 
    I managed to maneuver my body around until I could plant my right foot on her arm. I knew the Sig was down there somewhere, and now I had a chance to look for it. Abi was standing there, in front of the reception desk holding it, trying to aim it at Karen. I snapped, “Don’t!” 
 
    She glanced at me. I stood and made a big stride toward her, took the gun from her hand and turned. Karen was scrabbling to her feet. She still had the knife in her hand. She lunged and I fired, double tapped right into her forehead. Her head rocked and a big plume of gore sprayed from the back of her head. She stood for a moment, looking like she’d just received some shocking news, then keeled over backward, like a dark parody of a slapstick faint. 
 
    I stood looking at her for a moment. I was lightheaded and realized I was losing blood. I shouted up the stairs, “Don’t come down! Stay there…” Then to Abi, “They mustn’t see this.” 
 
    She was staring at me. I knew she was in shock. A voice in my head was telling me this was all wrong. I needed to get Karen out of the house. I had to protect the kids from the horror. It was imperative to protect the kids. I stepped over to what was left of Karen. I bent and took hold of her ankles. My head swam and I took a moment to steady myself. I heard Abi’s voice. “Lacklan, you’re bleeding. You’re bleeding badly. You need a doctor…” 
 
    “Not yet…” 
 
    Somehow I found the strength to drag her body out and dump it in the snow. I went back in and closed the door. Abi came to me. Her face was drawn with anxiety. 
 
    “Lacklan, you’re very badly hurt. Look at you! I have to stop the bleeding. Come into the kitchen.” 
 
    She led me through the living room and back into the kitchen. I sat while she found the first aid kit. I heard myself say, “Stop the bleeding first, then we’ll clean the wounds.” 
 
    She stripped off what was left of my shirt. I had a three-inch gash on my right lower arm that was bleeding profusely. She tied a tourniquet just below my bicep, then bound the wound. “You’ll need stitches. I’ll have to get the doctor.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not yet. I’ll go to him, but not yet…” 
 
    I still had the feeling that something was wrong. Abi was kneeling beside me, patching up the cut in my side. “It’s not as bad as the one on your arm, but your hands…” She stood and took my hands. I looked at them. She was shaking her head, fighting back the tears. “Your poor hands.” 
 
    Something was wrong. The nagging sensation in my mind was getting worse. I stood. The adrenaline was pumping hot in my belly. I said, “Abi, where are the kids?” 
 
    She frowned. “You told them to stay upstairs. Sit down, Lacklan. I’ll call them.” 
 
    “No.” I grabbed my gun and went out to the reception. I stared up the darkened stairs and shouted, “Primrose! Sean! Come down!” 
 
    There was no response. Abi came up by my side. “Lacklan, for God’s sake, what is it?” 
 
    I looked into her face. I knew what was wrong. I ran up the stairs. Sean was lying face down on the landing. I knelt, felt for a pulse. He was alive. I could hear Abi running up after me. I moved quickly to Primrose’s room. Behind me, I heard Abi scream, “Sean!” and a rush of feet. I pushed open the door and froze. 
 
    She was lying motionless on her bed. Her eyes were open and staring. Arnold was lying curled up next to her. He was naked. His skin was very white and strangely luminous in the darkened room. He had one leg across both of hers, and he held a long, slender blade to her throat. He didn’t look at me, but he hissed in his throat, “Get out…” 
 
    I had no shot to his vertebrae. I had no way of disarming him or killing him without risking her life. I spoke quietly. “Give me the knife, Arnold.” 
 
    I saw his eyes shift. He looked at me sidelong and there was contempt in his face. He said again, “Get out. I am not done.” 
 
    Primrose was staring at me. I met her eye. “Has he hurt you?” 
 
    She whispered, “No, but I am very scared… Please stop, Arnold…” 
 
    He smiled. “Shshshsh… We’re going to play. It’s a nice game. You’ll like it. It’s my special game with Mommy.” 
 
    I spoke more loudly, “You can’t play that game anymore, Arnold.” 
 
    This time he turned his head, lifted it off the pillow. His expression was ugly. I forced myself not to look at the knife. 
 
    He said, “I told you to get out!” 
 
    “What will you do to me if I don’t?” 
 
    “I am not done here! I am playing my game!” 
 
    He was a four year-old having a tantrum in the body of a twenty year-old. And whatever his hysterical paralysis did to him most of the time, right now he didn’t look emaciated or weak at all.  
 
    “Your mommy is downstairs, Arnold. She wants to see you.” 
 
    He sneered and shook his head. “No, she doesn’t. She likes it when I play our game.” 
 
    “I can hear her calling. She says she wants you to go downstairs.” 
 
    He shook his head again, raising it a little more off the pillow. “You’re lying! She said I could play with Prim! She said I could! And you can’t stop me!” 
 
    “Your mommy says you can’t now.” 
 
    “I’m not done!” His voice was changing, becoming petulant, whining, “Get out! I wanna play with Prim. Leave us alone!” 
 
    I took a step into the room as I answered him. “I’ll tell you what, Arnold, how about this? You come downstairs with me, we talk to your mom, and Prim waits right here. If your mom says it’s OK, then you come right back up and finish your game.” 
 
    His head flopped back on the pillow. He pressed up closer to Primrose and hugged her tighter. The blade nicked her skin and I saw a tear of dark blood run down her neck and onto her nightdress. I saw her tense and heard her whimper. My heart was pounding hard in my chest. I was as close to panic as I had ever been. But I smiled, snorted, and shook my head. 
 
    “She’s going to be mad at you, Arnold. She won’t be happy.” 
 
    “I don’t care! I don’t believe you! Leave us alone!” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Leave us alone!” 
 
    “Your mommy won’t let me.” 
 
    His voice was becoming shrill. “Leave us alone!” 
 
    “Mommy won’t let you!” 
 
    He sat up. His face was crimson with rage. The tendons in his neck stood out like rigid cords. His veins bulged. He screamed at me, “Leave us alone! Leave us alone! Leave us…” 
 
    The double crack of the Sig silenced him. I put both rounds through his throat and shattered his vertebrae, paralyzing his body from the neck down and killing him almost instantly. Primrose screamed and covered her face. I stepped forward, grabbed him and yanked him from the bed before he could fall back beside her. Then I picked her up in my arms and carried her, weeping and trembling, to the door. Abi was there, reaching for her. “Oh God, please say she’s all right. Please tell me she’s all right.” 
 
    “She’s safe. She’s unhurt.” I pushed past her. “Get Sean. Bring him downstairs. It’s all over now. Now it’s all over.” I carried Primrose down the stairs to the living room, where I settled her and Sean on the couch and made a fire, while Abi brought down blankets and made strong, sweet tea. 
 
    While the three of them sat, huddled together on the sofa, holding each other, I got dressed. Then I went and got Arnold’s body, carried it down, through the snow and the screaming wind, to the Q7 and put it in the back. Then I returned, got Karen’s body, and put it next to his. Finally, I set off toward the intersection. On the way, I collected Al and drove all three of them to the snow plow, where I dumped them on the road. Like I said before, it would be a nice mystery for the Feds, but there would be no suspicion on Abi. She and the kids would not be involved. Now, nothing pointed to them. 
 
    After that, I started the long, freezing, two and a half mile walk back toward the Pioneer Guesthouse. It would be almost an hour’s walk in good weather, double that in the storm. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t make it. I had tapped and exhausted the last reserves of strength I had. I would walk as far as I could. At some point, I knew I would start to hallucinate, then I would grow very sleepy, and finally I would pass out. And I wouldn’t wake up. 
 
    The hallucinations started sooner than I had expected. I told myself it was because of the loss of blood. I could see the lights of Independence flickering through the falling snow up ahead of me. They started to move and shift, like a UFO through the drifting flakes. An agreeable sleepiness was creeping over me. I thought maybe checking out now was not such a bad thing. I was tired. Tired of the killing. Tired of man’s inhumanity to man, and woman, and child. I could check out of the Pioneer and lie down to sleep in a drift, and drift, drift away into peaceful, dreamless slumber. Check out.  
 
    Still I walked, in a trance, putting one foot in front of another, just one more time before lying down. 
 
    The lights grew and I wondered if I was seeing that light at the end of the tunnel that some people report. Through the howl and wail of the wind, I heard a grinding, whining, and then I began to laugh. Because I was not dying. I was not checking out just yet. It was the Dodge RAM, and Abi, Primrose, and Sean had come to get me. 
 
   


 
  

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The sheriff didn’t arrive until late afternoon the next day, and the Feds arrived the day after that, and by then the storm had abated and the snow had started to thaw. We had plenty of time to wash and bleach the bed linen and the floor, and to remove the spots of blood from the carpet, along with any trace of the drama that had unfolded in that house.  
 
    The sheriff and the Feds had no reason to link what had happened at the farm and the mine to Abi, the guesthouse, or myself; plus there was not a witness left alive to make that connection for them. So they didn’t call until late on the second day. They didn’t expect to discover anything from us, and they didn’t. I was a guest at the Pioneer, trapped by the storm, and hadn’t left the place for the last five days. None of us had. And we all corroborated each other’s stories. The village was, as it had always been, closed and silent about its pain and its traumas. They told the agents nothing. 
 
    I have no idea if they ever closed the case. It must have looked to them like a war had broken out between Al and Vasco, and they had all killed each other, though the details of how it had happened would be forever a mystery, to be written up in the Fortean Times and no doubt attributed to aliens or an avenging ghost.  
 
    It was after the Feds and the sheriff had finally packed up and left, and Abi and I were sitting over coffee after dinner, that she asked me, “How could he do it? He was so weak. Most of the time he could barely walk.” 
 
    I nodded. “I am no psychologist, Abi, but my guess is that Karen, who was herself deeply neurotic, drove him into a state of hysterical paralysis. She denied him every natural desire and emotion, especially sexual and romantic ones. She put him in a kind of double bind. If he wanted his mother’s love and approval, he had to deny himself his natural desire for love and approval from other women. In the end, his internal conflict was so severe he literally paralyzed himself and became all but a cripple.  
 
    “But by the time he was fifteen, when she finally allowed him the company of girls, it triggered a kind of Jekyll and Hyde split personality in him. Because his weakness was mentally induced, when he was with girls he liked, driven by his emotional and sexual frustration, he was overcome by his desires, drew physical strength from those desires, and raped and killed them.” 
 
    She frowned. “Did he kill them, or was it his mother? Or Vasco?” 
 
    “I think what he was telling us when he said it was their game, was that he was allowed to be with the girls and rape them, but the girls had to die afterwards. With the Mexican girls, I think that was Vasco’s job.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s sickening,” I said, “but the fact is that he didn’t enjoy the Mexican girls as much. He liked blonde, blue-eyed girls, like his mother. Serial killers often have a particular, preferred victim. And that’s just what he was, a serial killer.” I sighed. “But the problem was that the girls he liked were high risk, and not only that, Karen was jealous of them, because he liked them too much. Things went to pieces when, just before the storm, he escaped and went after Peggy. Vasco was ordered to clean it up, but he was lazy and careless. He didn’t want to go digging a grave in the storm that was coming, so he dumped her by the road, probably hoping it would look like she’d been hit by a truck. If I hadn’t happened along, he might have got away with it.” 
 
    She nodded. “Probably.” She reached across the table and took my hand. “I’m glad you did happen along.” She hesitated a moment. “Will you stay for Peggy’s funeral? It’s in a couple of days.” 
 
    “Yes, I’d like that.” 
 
    “Then I guess you’ll be going on, back to Wyoming.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She looked out the window, at the small square where the snow glowed blue under a luminous moon. She was still holding my hand, and I was holding hers. “I don’t know anything about you, who you are, what you do… if there is anyone in your life…” 
 
    I placed my other hand on top of hers and was quiet for a long while. Finally, I sighed and shook my head. “I’m not sure I know the answer to those questions myself, Abi. My life is more complicated than you can imagine. It’s no accident that I killed all these men. It’s what I am trained to do.” 
 
    She smiled. “I had worked that much out.” 
 
    I hesitated a moment, then said, “I don’t know what happens next. I can’t explain, but I have a job I have to do.” She nodded that she understood, but her face was not happy. I went on, “Let me help, Abi. Let me help to put Primrose through college, and when the time comes, Sean, too. Let me be an uncle or a godfather.” 
 
    She smiled and stroked my face. “And to me, Lacklan, what will you be to me?” 
 
    I thought of Marni, in Oxford. I thought of my unending pursuit of her, holding her only for fleeting moments just so that she could slip through my fingers again. I thought of the unending, unwinnable war against Omega; and I looked at this good, beautiful woman, with her beautiful home: a place where I could be useful, a place that was wholesome, where I could stop killing. I took hold of her hand and kissed it. Then I stood, but I didn’t let go of her hand. Instead I led her upstairs to her room. 
 
   


 
  

 * * * 
 
    What'd you think? 
 
    First of all, thank you so much for giving my work a chance. If you enjoyed this adventure, then I would be extremely grateful if you would consider writing a short review for the book on Amazon. A good review means so much to every writer, but means even more for self-published writer like myself. As it allows new readers to find my books, and ultimately allows me to spend more time  creating stories that I love! :) 
 
    You can do so directly down below: 
 
    US Review Link 
 
    UK Review Link 
 
    CA Review Link 
 
    AU Review Link 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ready for the next mission? 
 
    The next adventure in THE OMEGA SERIES is currently being written. If you'd like an email letting you know once it's been finished, then just tap here and sign up to my newsletter and I'll let you know as soon as it's out! 
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