
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_49a74ca18dbe9acfcd0ef18607d58c23_y05dva_html_m66e8e98e.jpg]

The Home of Great Western
Fiction!


Table of Contents

ABOUT THE BOOK

DEDICATION

QUOTE FROM ‘SHENANDOAH’S BURNING
EMBERS’

QUOTE FROM ‘IN THE COUNTRY STEPS OF
THE WOLF’

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

COPYRIGHT PAGE

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

HERNE THE HUNTER SERIES
PAGE

PICCADILLY PUBLISHING
PAGE


 Jed Herne had come across the Cheyney family in a remote
Virginian forest, where they were being terrorized by two very
strange men. He offered to lead the family to safety - for a price,
of course - but first they had to go through the small town of
Texas, a town where few people survived to tell of the horrors they
had seen there...


 


 The first time didn’t do so well, so I’m hoping that this
dedication will be better-fated. This is for Janet, who is always
exceedingly efficient - and, even more remarkable, she’s always
exceedingly nice. With my thanks to her for lots of
reasons.







 


 ‘The Blue
Ridge Mountains of Virginia are indeed the nearest thing my soul
has ever experienced to true paradise on earth. Filled with gentle,
friendly people and with a most wondrous spiritual calm, akin to
Nature’s own cathedral.’

From Shenandoah’s Burning Embers by
Candida Brightling, 1904.







 


 ‘The
person, be it man, woman or child, who steps off of the beaten
trail whilst in the hills of Virginia will find that he has
wandered into an archaic vision of Hades. The inbreeding among the
isolated communities has led to the earth being trodden by true
monsters in approximations of human shape. It is a bestial
region!’

From In The Country Steps of the Wolf by
Mark Hesse, published by the Poinsettia Press of Los Angeles,
1898.







One

 The rain
had finally stopped.

But the clouds still hung low on the tops of
the Shenandoah Mountains, giving them a blue, shimmering mistiness.
The air smelled damp and beads of moisture clung to everything in
the two wagons. The settlement of Sperryville lay behind them, a
full day and a half off to the east. A long, endless day and a half
of pushing on through a ceaseless drizzle that dripped off the
overhanging trees and turned the rutted trail into a quagmire.

The patient oxen had trodden their solemn
path on through the mud, urged on with an occasional flick of the
long lash. The main track had been washed clean away three hours
behind them and the Cheyneys had been stopped for some time,
arguing over which way they ought to go.

The guide for the family was a halfbreed
Shawnee, named Stone River. When Pa Cheyney had hired him, he
hadn’t realized that the scout was unusually sober. He’d imagined
that the man was just a little drunk and that he would soon come
around. But that was the least drunk that any of the Cheyneys had
seen the man since they took him on.

‘South,’ he’d insisted, waving away
every attempt to wrest his bottle of clear corn liquor from his
hands.

‘Seems like we ought to stay around
here for a whiles and see if someone comes along who knows the
paths,’ suggested the oldest son, Mark.

Joshua, the other son,
came hobbling from the second of the rigs. He was just seventeen, a
year younger than Mark, and had broken an
ankle when they were changing a wheel on the lead wagon three weeks
back, the further side of Sperryville. The makeshift prop that
Stone River had set up for them had slipped away while he was under
the axle. Since then he’d been limping clumsily along on a rough
pair of homemade crutches.

The Cheyney sisters stayed snug in the
second wagon along with their mother, Rachel. They were both
blonde, with hair like ripe straw. But Sharon, at nineteen, wasn’t
well-favored. She wore spectacles to try and ease her poor, blurred
sight, and her complexion was a nest of spots. In a variety of
stages. Some coming, some going, and some just seemingly along for
the ride. Paul Cheyney was extremely fond of his oldest daughter,
but even he admitted to himself and to his wife that she was “kind
of plain.” Susan, the youngest of the family at just turned
sixteen, used to tease her sister by humming the song “Take Her Out
Of Pity” whenever the parents weren’t around to scold her for
it.

She would also whisper the word “virgin”,
when they were both readying themselves for sleep in the bed of the
big Cones toga wagon. Secure in the knowledge that Sharon was still
untouched. While she, herself, had already taken eight different
lovers.

Justifying it to herself and to Sharon with
the thought that their mother had only been fourteen years old when
she conceived her first-born child.

That was the party.

Two wagons. Each with four patient oxen.
Good beasts. Pa Cheyney knew something about animals, having owned
a farm close by the Potomac. But the great War had laid the region
to waste and now, fifteen years later, he had finally decided that
it was time to be moving on. The long black cloud had been coming
down for long enough. So he was heading out west with all of his
family. Two sons and two daughters. His wife. And all their
possessions. Laying out on their own for the promised land of
fertile California.

First to the Mississippi, then maybe head on
to the township of Independence and pick up with one of the many
big wagon trains that still rolled along westwards. Always
following the sun, towards California and new hopes.

But the Smokies and the Blue Ridge Mountains
lay square across their path. So Pa had taken on Stone River, the
Shawnee guide. Who had so far turned out to be around as useful as
a muslin wine glass.

And their old dog, Mac, also hated the
breed, snarling toothlessly whenever he came staggering drunkenly
by the lead wagon.

‘Guess we’re lost, Pa,’ Rachel Cheyney
said to her husband. Wiping her hands on a soiled apron over her
pale blue check dress. She had been busy cooking up some fatback
and beans for their noon meal.

They’d waited around for a while, Pa hoping
that maybe some good Samaritan might happen along to point them in
the right direction through the impenetrable forest that hung in
all around them, watchful and silent. Then they’d caught the
distant sound of clopping hooves along the trail.

Paul told his sons to get one in each wagon
and to have their rifles ready cocked. His wife and daughters
scurried into the front rig with Mark. Stone River stayed right
where he was, leaning against the wheel of the lead wagon, holding
the barrel of an old Kentucky musket, a vacuous smile pasted
roughly in the middle of his broad face.

Cheyney stood his ground along the side of
the path, letting his hand rest casually on his belt. Only inches
from where his pistol was holstered. He tried very hard to control
his nerves. Swallowing to moisten his throat. Rubbing his damp
hands along the seams of his pants.

Truth was, Paul Cheyney from Washington, was
so damned frightened that his greatest terror was of messing his
own pants. He’d seen some action in the fighting before a minie
ball had hit him a glancing blow in the groin, ricocheting off the
gnarled stump of a hewn sycamore. Just outside Shiloh it had been.
The twisted hunk of soft metal had ripped away both his testicles
and most of his penis. It left him incapable of any normal sexual
relations. Along with a morbid horror of violence.

The thought of that trip west made him feel
physically ill whenever he pondered on the appalling dangers that
they would face. But his own small farm, close to the edges of the
city of Washington, not far from Bull Run, lay near a larger
spread. And the owner of that land had made it graphically clear
what might happen to the Cheyneys if Paul didn’t accept his
undeniably reasonable offer for the land.

So, it was California or bust for the
Cheyneys.

Now, in a rainy part of misty Virginia, they
all waited to see who would come riding around the last bend of the
winding trail.

~*~

‘Howdy there the wagons!’

‘Howdy!’

A few heartbeats later the breed added his
own muttered greeting. ‘Howdy. Howdy.’

He said it twice because there were two men,
both riding swaybacked mules, halted fifty yards from them. The
first one looked like he was in his late teens and was wearing a
stovepipe hat profusely decorated with wild turkey feathers. He was
carrying a musket, similar to Stone River’s, cradled across his
lap. His pose looked supremely casual, but Paul Cheyney, for all
his fears, was not a fool. He saw where the stranger’s hand was,
close against the trigger guard of the heavy gun.

The second man was virtually ignoring the
two wagons, parked close together at the widening of the track. He
kept looking up into the branches of the trees around and whistling
to himself. Where the other one carried a rifle, this one was
hefting a banjo, its neck decorated with a bunch of faded
flowers.

And his fingers plucked at it, producing a
strange, dissonant rhythm. Cheyney couldn’t see his face too
clearly in the gloom, but he looked odd. There seemed to be a whole
lot less forehead above the eyes than there ought to have been.
Cheyney had heard a lot about the inbred communities in the deeps
of the Appalachians and along the ridges of the Shenandoahs, and he
wondered.

Wondered.

The exchange of conversation turned out to
be brief and to the point. But the farmer wasn’t happy about it.
Throughout it all there seemed to be something going on that he
didn’t quite understand. Some tension between the pair of strangers
that was on a whole different level to the words that were passing.
‘Trail’s out,’ Cheyney had started.

‘Yeah.’

‘We’re aimin’ for the
Mississippi.’

‘You and that Shawnee breed?’ It was
the man in the tall hat who was doing all of the talking, while the
other one kept silent.

‘Me and the family.’

‘You got more kin?’

There was a rippling series of chords on the
banjo. The first stranger turned and hissed something to the other
man who struck three hard, ringing blows on his instrument, and
then relapsed into utter stillness.

‘There’s my boys in the rigs there,’
said Cheyney, fighting against his unease.

‘How many boys would that be,
mister?’

‘Enough.’

The man hawked and gobbed in the trampled
mud at his mule’s hoofs. ‘You sure is kind of careful, ain’t you,
mister?’

His accent was thick and barbaric, difficult
for Cheyney to understand.

‘Pays a man to take good care of
himself and his own when he’s in foreign parts.’

‘That’s the truth, neighbor. That
surely is the damned truth.’

Paul Cheyney was suddenly glad that he had
set his sons at his back, under cover, with their guns at the
ready. There was something about this pair of strangers that
chilled his guts.

‘Would you know these parts well,
friend?’ he asked, striving to keep the nervousness out of his
voice.

‘Not sure I’m your friend, neighbor.
But I guess that the answer to that question is that I know these
parts real well. Ain’t that right, Albert?’

There was a cackle of laughter that seemed
to echo among the trees for long minutes. A high, keening sound,
like a saw grating on a nail in the middle of a log.

Cheyney put the younger of the two men at
around seventeen years of age. After the laughter came a series of
liquid notes. Beautiful in the silence of the woods.

‘Albert here says that he surely
guesses we know these parts right enough.’

Then, can you … you tell us how we might get
on west over the hills?’

‘Y’all got any cattle with
you?’

‘No.’

‘Money?’

‘You would demand money for showin’ a
lost party of Christians the right road? Poor souls, including
women? Where is your charity, neighbor?’

The man smiled.

A smile that stretched clear from side to
side of his mouth and never got within a country mile of his narrow
eyes.

Cheyney spotted the fingers twitching on the
butt of the musket and he gripped his own gun more tightly, ready
for the trouble that he scented close.

‘Will you help us?’ he
insisted.

‘Mebbe.’

‘Not ifn it’s a mighty chore for you
and … for him.’

‘Ain’t no chore, neighbor.’ He heeled
his mule a few paces closer. ‘You really got some kin in them
wagons, or was you joshin’ with us?’

Mark Cheyney answered him. Sticking the
barrel of his rifle out through the canvas flap at the rear of the
rig. ‘That what you need to know, mister?’

‘Sure. Sure is.’ The smile stretched
until it looked like it might snap. ‘And you say there’s more of
you in there? Huh?’

‘Yeah’, replied Joshua from within the
other Conestoga, keeping himself hidden.

‘Guess you folk come cheaper by the
dozen.’

The boy with the banjo wheeled his mule and
set off back along the trail, plucking gently at the instrument.
His voice breaking out, pure and high, like a young girl. A line
from “Amazing Grace”.

‘It saved a wretch like
me.’

The other hill-man watched him and then
turned back himself to face the sturdy farmer. And his smile had
disappeared like the dew in the summer morn.

‘We’re goin’ now,
neighbor.’

‘With no word of aid?’

A flurry of rain, born on a rising wind,
bore the words of the stranger away and he had to repeat whatever
it was he’d said.

‘Surely. The word of Artemus McKean
from Virginia. Y’all head along yonder and you’ll reach where you
aim to finish up.’

Pointing with the barrel of his musket.
Cheyney looked where he indicated, seeing a side trail sliding off
to the right, a hundred yards or so among the dank trees.

‘There?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I’m in your debt, friend,’ he
called.

McKean nodded, real slow and thoughtful.
‘If’n you like, we could ride a ways along with y’all.’

In some ways Cheyney found it a tempting
offer. The forests of Virginia stretched out as far as he could
see. And that wasn’t much more than two hundred paces in any one
direction. And beyond that were ridge upon misty ridge, all seeming
precisely the same. Unfolding like the blue-topped waves of some
mystic ocean. He knew from the tales he’d heard of other travelers
that it was more than possible for parties to lose their way and
wander in circles for days until all of their provisions were
gone.

'I’d be surely grateful, Mr McKean,’ he
replied, cautiously.

‘Be a favor worth the doin’.’ Calling
out after his disappearing companion. ‘Brother Albert. Hey! Come on
back here, boy!’

The mule stopped and the music stopped with
it. There was a trickle of notes, ending on a rising, questioning
tone.

‘Sure, Albert. We’ll show these good
folks the way they want to go.’

‘How far to somewhere to camp for the
night?’ asked Paul Cheyney.

‘Few miles. Them oxen look good and
strong, do they not, neighbor?’

The farmer reassured himself that there were
three of them with guns. Four if’n you counted on the breed.

Plus the womenfolk, and they could shoot
well enough. They would be more than a match for a brace of
mountain idiots like these two. As soon as he could snatch a moment
to warn the boys and Stone River to be on their guard, he would
take it.

It paid to take the best of care in such a
wicked and dangerous world.

~*~

After an hour or so, jogging easily along a
trail so narrow that branches constantly scraped against the canvas
of the wagons, like ghostly fingers, the young boy with the banjo
disappeared.

‘Where’d he go, Mr McKean?’ asked
Joshua Cheyney, driving the second wagon.

‘Who?’

‘Albert? Your brother.’

‘Not my brother. Well, not quite.’ He
grinned wolfishly at the question. ‘He’s gone ways ahead to look
for a place for the night and get ready. Yeah, he’s gettin’ ready
for y’all.’

It had started raining again.



 


Two

 Herne the
Hunter was camping among the trees, his black stallion tethered to
a nearby thicket. A small stream ran tinkling under a low bank,
swollen by the recent rain that had been falling intermittently for
some days. Making the trees drip constantly, like weeping mourners
at a green, green burying in the rich Virginia hills.

The weather had continued poor all day, but
as evening closed in on the Shenandoah mountains, the first signs
came of a change in the sky. Shafts of sunlight came spearing
through the sullen banks of gray cloud that dominated the western
horizon.

Jed hadn’t been this far east for some
years, but there had been word of a bounty business. Big money was
being talked in the bars and cantinas of the South-West. Money big
enough to bring him from the shuttered heat of the deserts and dry
arroyos up to this damp, breathy coolness of the smoky
mountains.

A valuable stud horse had been stolen from a
man named Strong and the payment for finding it and returning it
safely to the farm in the rolling grasslands of northern Virginia
had been more than enough to tempt Herne.

One thousand dollars in silver.

Times had been that Jed Herne would have
hunted and killed a dozen men for that kind of reward. To bring
back one horse had seemed a whole lot easier.

It had been brothers.

One of them thirteen, the other a few months
over nineteen. Wanting to get
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