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Ben Redding leaned forward in his saddle and spat over the bank of Black Bear Creek. The dusty spittle was the only moisture covering the sun-cracked bed of the small, winding waterway. He lifted his stained hat and swiped a sleeve across his sweaty brow as a gust of dry, dirty wind swept through the tall prairie grass.

“Reckon Bogey Creek an Skel’ton Creek’ll be bone dry, too,” Franky, the younger of the two cowhands, said.

“Likely,” Ben answered. He looked toward the sun. “‘Bout four hours of good light left. You better head on back and tell the boss the creeks are dry. I’m going on ahead to see if the Salt Fork River has any water.”

“That’s a good forty miles,” Franky announced.

“Yep. The herd’ll probably still be close to the Cimmaron. You can get there in time for supper.”

“The Cimmaron,” Franky snorted. “Nothin’ but a damn mudhole.”

“Tell Will I’ll be back late tomorrow. He might want to move the herd a little to the west, try to hit the lake in the salt plains. We’ll lose a lot of beef if we have to do that.” There was a moment of silence as the two men looked at the dry creek bed one more time. “Better go now,” Ben said, then urged his horse down the bank and across the bottom of Black Bear Creek. He heard Franky turn around and start back the way they had come.

“Kid talks too much,” Ben told his mare as they climbed the opposite bank. He pushed her into a trot and began covering ground on the parched earth of the Indian Nation, heading north.

He found Skeleton Creek just as the sun was leaving the sky. Except for a very few stagnant, shallow puddles, the creek was dry. Ben made camp for the night, keeping his rifle tucked up close to his body in case the redskins came to investigate him. He knew it wasn’t likely; this was Cherokee country, but there had been bands of marauding Comanches reported back at the fort.

At daybreak he was back in the saddle and moving steadily across the changeless countryside. His throat begged for the last drops stored in his canteen, but he ignored it. His bowels, however, couldn’t be put off any longer. At the closest growth of brush, he slid off the mare’s back and hurriedly dropped his trousers.

When he emerged from the bushes, he was momentarily stunned to find he was alone. He looked around frantically, and soon saw the backend of his horse jogging away toward the north. Ben shouted at her, cursed her, and finally pleaded, but the mare never glanced back at him.

He started walking, going just fast enough to keep the horse in sight. He didn’t dare go faster; it was far too hot to run. His canteen was strapped to his saddle, as was his rifle and most of his food. The mare never wavered, but kept moving at a steady, almost leisurely pace, as if she knew where she was going.

The sun reached its zenith and hovered, staring down at the stumbling, cussing man on the prairie. A stray cloud floated into the blazing blue of the sky, but the angry sun burned it to vapor before its shadow could touch the man.

Ben fell to his knees, staggered back to his feet and pushed himself forward. The mare’s ass seemed to shimmer ahead of him as the heat rose in waves from the ground. Then she disappeared into a valley and Ben was forced to look at nothing but the motionless grass that waited for his dusty boots to trample it down on his way to a thirsty death.

After an eternity, he reached the crest of the valley and looked down into it.

Water!

A small lake lay winking up at him, the surface silvery in the bright afternoon sun. Trees, evergreens and maple mostly, stood sentinel around the edges of the water. The prairie sloped gently down toward the shore, and Ben tried to walk, but soon found himself rolling and sliding through the brittle grass toward the blessed water that awaited him. At the floor of the valley he regained his footing and ran as fast as he could make himself go.

Then he stopped dead, his feet suddenly as heavy as if they had taken root in the soil. Ben saw his mare laying on her side next to the water’s edge. His nostrils filled with the coppery smell of fresh blood. A strange woman was standing in the water. Ben’s eyes widened in disbelief as the woman bent forward and buried her face in the wound on his horse’s throat. A sickening, sucking sound carried across to him and Ben felt his stomach roll over.

The woman looked up and her colorless eyes locked with those of Ben Redding. They studied one another; Ben confused over the long white hair and pale flesh of the beautiful, morbid woman. Her skin and hair were smeared with bright blood, which only served to highlight her severe whiteness all the more. Her shoulders were bare, and Ben wondered about the rest of her, but could not pull his gaze from the colorless depths of her eyes.

“I haven’t eaten in weeks,” the woman said. Her voice was like water lapping stones on a lake shore.

“My horse ... ” Ben said in a faltering voice.

The strange albino woman looked at him for a moment, as if she didn’t understand, then smiled and reached into the mare’s neck. She tore off a piece of flesh and extended the dripping offering to Ben.

“No,” he said, turning away, sure he was going to cover the grass with his breakfast. “That ain’t what I meant. I was gonna ride her, not eat her.”

“Are you thirsty?” the woman asked. Ben’s burning throat forced him to look back at her. He nodded. “Then come and drink,” she waved a bloody hand over the surface of the water.

“Why is there water here?” Ben asked as he edged closer. “Creeks are all dry. Rivers are mostly dry.”

“This lake is spring-fed,” the woman answered in her weird, soft voice. “There are five springs here that bubble up from the dark places in the center of the world.”

“How’d you kill her?” Ben asked, seeing no weapon the woman could have used to open the horse’s throat.

“It wasn’t hard,” the woman laughed. “I was hungry.”

“Aren’t there any fish in there?”

“No, no fish.”

“It’s not poison, is it?”

She laughed again, but gave no answer.

“Maybe you’ll swim with me?” she asked. She raised herself in the water, revealing her ample, snowy breasts. Ben stared in fascination at the round, pale nipples, and couldn’t help but let his eyes travel down her belly to where the water licked at her navel. He loved a woman with good legs and tried to take advantage of the crystal-clear water to catch a glimpse of what waited below her waist, but curiously, he saw nothing at all.

“Come closer, come into the water,” she said in a seductive whisper.

Ben’s eyes slid from her beckoning, bloody hand to the corpse of his horse. He broke from his position so suddenly he startled himself. He snatched the canteen from his saddle and ran for a stand of thicker trees, his free hand gripping the butt of the revolver at his hip. He heard the woman’s eerie laugh ring out behind him as he entered the shade of maples.

He tried to slow himself. Ben Redding was a man accustomed to the dry plains. He knew how to ration a small portion of water to last himself for days and days. But the canteen was soon empty and he found himself running his tongue around the inside of the opening to catch the last hint of moisture. Finally he dropped the container and peered out of the trees.

The woman was gone. Only the leaking body of his horse remained by the shore of the lake.

Ben waited in the trees until nightfall, arguing with himself about the grounds for his irrational fear. His mind knew that the woman in the lake had just been a little “touched” as the Indians said. But his heart insisted she was something more, and that she was waiting for him, eager to taste him the way she had tasted his horse.

When the sun had fallen from the sky and only the stars and a sliver of moon shown down on him, Ben moved quietly from the cover of the trees and edged toward the water. He dipped his canteen into the cool lake and heard it gurgle as it filled. His eyes roved the woods and grass around the shore, one hand always near his pistol. When the canteen was full, he pulled it from the water and reached down to screw on the cap.

His muscles suddenly loosened. He felt dizzy and swayed on his heels. He knew he was going to fall forward, and it was the thought, the horror of falling into the polluted water that anchored his brain and allowed him to regain control of his body.

The bottom of the lake was carpeted with bloated bodies. Whites, Indians, a few Negroes. Mostly men, but also women and children lay entombed below the glassy surface.

Eyes round with terror and a strange, choking sound coming from his gaping mouth, Ben turned quickly and ran. His open canteen, still clutched in a taut hand, sloshed liquid over his fingers as he pounded across the floor of the valley.

By dawn, the lake and all its strangeness was far behind. He had convinced himself the woman was only a lost crazy, and the bodies only visions brought on by his fear, hunger, and intense thirst. In his hurry to leave, he had lost nearly half the precious water from his canteen.

He was once more the calm, level-headed cattleman, second in command under Will Bond. He had a duty to perform. The herd of cattle was somewhere behind him on the plains of the Indian Nation, and it was up to him to find the water needed to make Dodge City, Kansas.

Soon the
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