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Chapter 1

“Don’t turn around—just
drop the guns.”

The voices came from only a few yards
around the corner where Hasteen and Logan should be waiting.
Reynaud caught his Mossberg bullpup by the foregrip and slung it to
the ready position. His index finger tapped the safety off with
only the faintest click. With the shotgun at his shoulder, he
sprang to the side, clear of the corner. He pointed his weapon at
the nearest of the five men who’d gotten the drop on his
friends.

He shouted as he pulled the trigger.
His target, a man with a rifle, was flung back, the rifle spinning
through the air. A sound like a single, rolling explosion roared in
his ears and three more of the ambushers tumbled backward, then
Hasteen leapt after the leader’s pistol. The fifth man’s rifle
still pointed at the ground and before he could swing the muzzle
up, Logan whipped open his duster and touched off a burst from his
Ingram. The spray of .45 bullets took the man in the upper chest
and the body almost backflipped.

Hasteen snatched up the leader’s
pistol and sprawled among the bodies, scanning the buildings facing
them. Reynaud pumped the shotgun’s action and spun to make sure no
one was behind him, then pressed himself against the wall and swung
his weapon up as one of the sheets of plywood covering a
second-floor window swung open.

“You boys better get up
here quick. I’m Norton.”

A man concealed from Reynaud by the
plywood tossed down a rope ladder, which quivered and clattered
against the wall.

Sure he was safe for the moment,
Hasteen thrust the dead man’s pistol into his belt and reloaded his
own weapon, a task his practiced hands completed in mere seconds.
He dropped a cartridge case into the mouth of each of the men he’d
killed.

Logan grinned up at the hidden figure.
“You sure took long enough to answer your door. We catch you on the
crapper?”

“I saw those boys lurking
around. I hoped they’d just move on, but this’ll work as
well.”

Hasteen gestured to Logan. “Go on up.
I’ll cover you.”

Logan released the MAC-10 to let it
hang by its makeshift sling and hauled himself quickly up the
ladder. Reynaud followed as soon as Logan’s body disappeared into
the opening then crouched beside the open window, watching the
streets as Hasteen clambered up. As soon as Hasteen was inside
Norton hauled up the ladder, slammed the plywood shut, and slid
shut a bolt. After glancing at the men, Norton turned and led the
way out of the room behind the window, down a corridor, to another,
smaller room. The second floor of the old OTASCO store had
apparently been used as a warehouse, with a few smaller areas
partitioned off to serve as offices.

Norton laid down his M-4 and gestured
at a small camp stove beside an alcohol lamp. “T’isn’t really
coffee, but it’s hot, black, and bitter. Help
yourselves.”

Finding half a dozen enameled metal
cups, Reynaud chose one of the cleaner ones. After filling the mug
with the fragrant liquid from the pot, he sipped at it cautiously.
It was too hot to drink, but he recognized it as chicory. Sitting
down on a box, he studied Norton while the others helped themselves
to the brew. Norton was a big, burly man and, from the facial lines
visible above a thicket of beard, a good-natured one.

“You must be Hasteen
O’Ryan,” Norton said, gesturing to the Colt single-action revolver
in the plain buscadero rig. “You’ve got a good rep with that thing,
but I’d heard you were rather dressier.” Like everyone else in the
room, Hasteen was wearing faded jeans. He also wore a denim work
shirt that’d seen better days and a gray-green cloth around his
head, on which he wore, Mexican-style, a black, flat-brimmed hat
with a beaded hatband. The only other distinctive items were the
ankle-length Navajo boots and a piece of leather tied around his
left wrist to hide his ketoh, the bracelet derived from the
bow-guard.

“That was Rennie’s idea. He
said that where we were going it might be better if I didn’t flash
as much.”

“Good thinking.” The beard
was split by a grin and a hand the size of a ham was thrust toward
Reynaud.

Reynaud took the hand and shook it.
“Reynaud Dechaine. The other fellow is Logan Reid. He’s an alumnus
of the same Russ prison camp I graduated from.”

“The more the merrier,”
Norton said, and shook hands with the other two. “Slattery
recommended you pretty highly—all of you—but I’ve decided Reynaud
will be running the show. I’ve got some other people you can use if
you want ‘em, so look ‘em over first chance you get and decide
whether to keep ‘em or not.”

Logan tipped back his charcoal-colored
cowboy hat. “Were those gunnies outside part of the
problem?”

“Them? Nah, they’re just
the usual third-rate scavengers who hang around the fringes of a
herd. The opposition is a helluva lot more dangerous than that. Any
of you ever hear of a group called The Steel Fist of the Lord’s
Righteous Fury?”

The others shook their
heads.

“They’re the usual fascist
bastards that take names like that. The guy who started it was an
ex-state department thug. We think he was tied to the CIA, but we
can’t prove it. After he left Foggy Bottom he put his thumbs into a
lot of pies. He started out as a gunrunner and middleman, and
eventually built himself quite a pile in Latin America. He found a
friendly government down there and even started his own arms
factories. At one time, he was equipping two or three of the
nastiest bastards in the region.

“The arms operation got
shut down when the asshole he was backing got shot, and he had to
duck and run, but not before he’d shipped back a lot of ordnance
and cash. He used the money to buy into a lot of businesses and
prospered mightily, as the saying goes.”

Norton poured chicory into a cup and
watched the steam rise. “Benjamin Rutledge might’ve been crazier
than a pet skunk, but he wasn’t stupid. He apparently either
anticipated the collapse or was worried about the possibility, and
he set up cells in the Ozarks and on the left coast and a few in
other places. The plague killed about as many of his nuts as it did
anybody else, but they’d insulated themselves against the worst of
the other problems—the food riots, the disasters, the sudden
collapse of services—so they lost about fifty percent of their
population instead of eighty to eighty-five percent—or higher, as
in the major cities. And they were organized. They hit the National
Guard armories where they could reach them and caught a lot of
guardsmen trying to hold things together. When we and the Russians
nuked each others’ and everybody else’s petroleum processing
centers, the Steel Fist was barely touched, since they’d already
squirrelled away massive fuel stocks.

“They’ve got troops,
they’ve got armor, and they’ve even got some air cover. All their
enclaves were situated for survival, but this base in the Ozarks is
also well located for raiding, and I think they’ve got something a
lot bigger planned.”

Norton sipped at his chicory. “I hope
to have more information for you in the next day or so. For now,
you have some time off. Meet the other group, tell me who you like
and who you don’t.”

Reynaud nodded. “By the way, we’ve got
somebody else meeting us here. A fellow called ‘the
Deacon.’”

“Billy Joe McCluskey? Are
you sure that’s a good idea? I hear he’s a little—”

“Crazy? Yeah, but he got
crazy in the same Russ POW camp Logan and I were in. We’ve watched
each other’s backs before.”

“Okay, you’ve got him. It’s
just that setting a fundamentalist to catch someone who talks the
jargon seems a little dicey to me.”

“Who’ve you got?” Logan
asked.

“There’s three of them,
maybe four. Mario Petricelli is a big-city boy. He’s medium height,
medium build, black haired, so he more or less blends in. He was
probably a ‘mechanic’ for somebody back east, but he’s a good man
at his specialties, and I think he can be trusted. Sally Thomas is
a local girl, blonde, kinda short, with a figure that won’t quit.
She’s a nurse, works for a traveling dentist named Charley
O’Malley. He’s iffy. He’s balding, wears a suit and tie most of the
time. Sally’s got her own reasons for wanting to be in on this, and
they’re good ones.”

“Personal, I presume.”
Reynaud downed his now-lukewarm chicory in one swallow.

“The biggest question-mark
is a mean little dude who goes by Xuan or Deklay. Slattery heard
about him; says he’s supposed to be a fierce little mutha. He hates
Army, isn’t too crazy about Anglos, don’t know how he feels about
Cajuns.”

Reynaud answered Norton’s grin with
one of his own. “Guess I’d better go find out. Where do we find
these upstanding citizens?”

“They’ve been hanging out
in a place called The Emergency Room.” At the question in their
eyes he grinned again. “It was a warehouse set up as a field
hospital for the plague. Anybody can give you directions to the
place. It’s about five blocks north of here and two west.” He
nodded to Hasteen and Logan. “Why don’t you boys go see if the
coast is clear? Rennie and I will join you in a couple.”

Hasteen had finished his chicory while
Logan had sipped experimentally at his then ignored it. Both men
got up without a word and left the room.

“Slattery gave you a real
strong recommendation. If you’re still alive after this is all
over, how’d you like a permanent job?”

“Doing what?”

“The same thing I’m
doing—helping rebuild. O’Ryan isn’t the type. You only have to look
at him to know he lives for the wire, the challenge. I’ve heard
he’s killed upwards of seventy men but he doesn’t even notch his
guns.”

Reynaud laughed. “He quit awhile back.
Said his stocks looked like they’d been to a woodpecker convention
and they were getting hard to hold onto. But he still keeps track.
You probably didn’t notice the string around his neck, but it has
eighty-two beads on it.”

“He doesn’t care about the
killing, Rennie; that’s not why he does it. He keeps count because
that’s how many times he’s been tested and passed the test. Someday
he’ll either fail or become an anachronism. Logan—I guess he’s
paying back for the time in the camp. When the fire in his belly
goes out and he’s built up some dinero he’ll retire,
probably open a bar or a whorehouse. But, according to Slattery,
you’re a regular crusader. You want to see things go well for
people, and that’s why you hate outfits like the Steel
Fist.”

Reynaud took out a twelve-gauge shell,
checked to be sure it was 00 buck, and very carefully loaded it
into the gun. “I’ll talk to you about it after the party’s
over.”

“Sorry, didn’t mean to
embarrass you.” Norton stood, picked up his carbine. “There’s a
local, a fellow called ‘The Colonel,’ who’s working for the Steel
Fist. I’d like to have a chat with him, but wait until I give you
the word. He’s got a pistolero grafted to him and usually
has four to six other bodyguards around. He’s dangerous, and he’s
the only lead we have to the local chapter, so try not to attract
his attention.”

Reynaud stood and followed Norton back
to the window. Logan was peering out through a crack. “Nobody
there,” he said. “The bodies outside were stripped while we had our
little chat. Looks like they even took the clothes that weren’t all
shot-up.”

“They probably even took
the cartridge cases I left in the mouths of the ones I killed,”
Hasteen grumbled.

Norton shot a look at Reynaud but
opened the window without a comment and tossed down the rope
ladder.

The three of them clambered down the
ladder, then watched Norton draw it back inside and close the
plywood.

“What was all that about?”
Logan asked.

“Norton just wanted us to
put the arm on someone, but that’s for later. Right now, let’s go
find some friends.”

~ * ~

The Emergency Room was doing a brisk
business. The bar, made of planks and sections of plywood laid atop
a double row of fifty-five gallon drums, ran along the wall to the
left of the door. Most of the rest of the large room was filled
with mismatched tables and chairs occupied by locals, scavengers,
travelers, and a few entrepreneurs.

As they approached the bar one of the
bartenders leaned across the planks. “What’s your
pleasure?”

“Mostly sex,” Logan said,
“but you’re not my type. What’ve you got?”

“‘Shine, some tequila,
jack, home brew, and some Vietnamese homebrew.”

They ordered and Reynaud looked over
the crowd. He found a party that looked like the group Norton had
described. The dark-haired and dark-eyed man sitting with his back
to the wall seemed to have noticed Reynaud and the other two from
the moment they’d come through the door. To the man’s right sat a
blonde woman talking to a balding, cadaverous man who looked like
an unemployed undertaker. The woman was plain, but she filled her
jeans and peasant blouse nicely. The other man at the table was
small and whipcord lean. His coarse, straight black hair was longer
than Hasteen’s, and he wore a cloth around his head and Apache
boots. He was as dark as Hasteen, but his features were more
refined, and his eyes seemed to have a trace more slant.

A glance told him Hasteen and Logan
had also seen the group at the table. “Shall we go over and make
our introductions?”

“Just a minute,” Logan
gasped after a sip at his drink. “I’ll finish this and get another
‘shine’.”

Reynaud fished in his pocket and
produced two of the new silver dollars, which he dropped on the
bar.

The bartender looked closely at the
coins. “You boys from Texas?” At Logan’s nod, he refilled the
glass. “We ain’t got nothin’ against the Republic here.”

“Damn glad to hear that,”
Logan drawled, and grinned.

Before they’d stepped away from the
bar they heard a voice, roaring over the din. “My ol’ man usta call
‘em zips. Said it was short for zipperheads. I never knew what he
meant by that. I always called ‘em dinks, ‘cause they’re all dinky
little fuckers.”

The source of the noise was a large
man who’d just sat down at the table next to the group. “‘Course, I
guess you could call ‘em dinks ‘cause it rhymes with stinks, like
that gawdawful fish-head beer they swill.” The other three men at
the table seemed to be enjoying their companion’s attempt at
wit.

“I think I’d like to kick a
little dink ass tonight, and I think I see—”

The little man in the headband came
out of his chair to his feet, and in the same fluid motion drew a
large Bowie knife and drove it into the table in front of the big
man. “Little boys brawl.” His voice was surprisingly deep and
rough. “Men use proper weapons to kill each other. If you’d rather,
you can use this.” He drew a roofing hatchet from his
belt.

“Hey,” the bartender
bawled, “take it outside.”

The big man grinned and pulled the
knife out of the table. “I’m in the mood to do a little whittlin’.”
Watching the little man closely, he and his friends stalked to the
door, followed by most of the crowd in the Emergency
Room.

Logan put down his second drink. “Save
this for me,” he told the bartender, then smiled at Reynaud. “Looks
like we’ll get a chance to see the little guy present his
credentials.”

The three of them followed the crowd
out to the dirt and gravel parking lot, where the circle of
spectators and speculators closed in an area roughly bounded by two
pickups and a burned-out hulk of a van. The circle was large enough
for Reynaud and the others to easily find places to watch the
action.

The two fighters squared off inside
the circle. Reynaud heard Hasteen bet five ROTdollars on the little
man then he gave his attention to the two men in the center of the
circle. The big man had peeled off a plaid flannel shirt and began
working his muscular arms, loosening them.

The small man had removed his old army
field jacket and taken off a large shoulder holster, which he
handed to the blonde woman then he hefted the roofing
hatchet.

“I’m gonna cut off your
balls and feed ‘em to you, dink,” the big man roared.

As the little man moved forward, he
slipped on a patch of mud and the big man, surprisingly fast,
rushed him. The knife was a blur as it swept out and left a deep,
bloody gash in the Viet’s hip.

Almost instantly, the small man
recovered and his good leg lashed out in a kick that left an angry
welt beside the other man’s left eye and, as the bigger man
stumbled back, the hatchet swept out in its own arc and left a
furrow on the enemy’s left leg just above the knee.

“I’m really gonna hurt you
for—”

Another kick, this time to the big
man’s uninjured leg, dropped him onto his back and the hatchet
struck again, with a sound like a ball bat crashing through a
picket fence.

Few of the spectators had expected the
Viet to win, and almost none of them had expected the fight to be
over so soon. The little man wrenched his hatchet free and walked
around the body to pick up his knife. Almost negligently, he kicked
the other man’s head. The head recoiled from the kick then rolled
back to its earlier position. If the big man weren’t dead, he was
certainly unconscious.

Without a backward glance, the Viet
returned to the bar, limping slightly. Reynaud observed Hasteen
collecting his bet and led the group back inside. By the time
they’d reached the table, the Viet had put his shoulder holster
back on and was donning the old olive field jacket.

“Lady and gentlemen,”
Reynaud said, “I’m Rennie Dechaine. A man named Norton said we
could find you here. Do you have a place somewhat more discreet,
where we can talk?”

The black-haired, dark-eyed man stood.
“Charley’s van is nearby. I’ll get a bottle.”

“My friend, Hasteen, here,
has a few new dollars. He’ll buy. What’re you drinking?”

A few minutes later, bottle in hand,
they followed the dentist back to a van which held a dentist’s
chair and equipment. The Viet’s limp was more pronounced, and
leaving a blood trail. Charley pointed at the wound. “You’re going
to need some stitches. I’ll boil some water.”

Reynaud stared at the little man more
closely. “What do we call you?”

“Xuan. Or Deklay.” He
stared back at Reynaud with expressionless black eyes. “My father
was Apache, my mother Vietnamese. What is your
pedigree?”

Reynaud grinned. “I’m Cajun. You go
looking back far enough, you’ll find French, Spanish, Black, and
American Indian. If Xuan is fine with you, it’s fine with
me.”

After a moment, Reynaud added, “I
would suggest you keep your temper on a shorter leash.”

The needles and gut had been
sterilized and Xuan unzipped his jeans and slid them down, then lay
down on the grass.

“I thought I showed great
restraint. The man was looking for trouble and he wasn’t going to
leave until he found it. By challenging him directly, I excluded
his friends from the fight.” The dentist started on the first
suture but Xuan’s face and voice revealed nothing. “I think he was
still alive when I left him. I didn’t finish him, which would’ve
turned that crowd into a mob.” He seemed to consider the matter
another moment. “Yes, I think I showed restraint.”

In spite of himself, Reynaud smiled.
“You’re very persuasive.” He looked around at the others. “You must
be Mario,” he said to the Latin-looking man. “What’re you doing
here? It’s a long way from the bright lights.”

“It’s been a long time now
since there were many bright lights.” The man’s accent was
northeastern. “Detroit might not’ve made it, even without the nuke.
Nothing left to rebuild when all the power’s gone and most of the
tools besides. I’ve heard New York is even worse.”

Finishing introductions, Reynaud said,
“We’re waiting for a friend, Billy Joe McCluskey, sometimes called
‘the Deacon.’ He can be obnoxious in a lot of ways, particularly
with his religion, but he’s a friend who’s stood by us through
trouble. Do any of you have any problems with that?”

This was answered by silence, and he
looked into each of their eyes. If any of them had reservations,
they were keeping their doubts to themselves. “Do you have any
longarms?”

Charley poked his thumb in the
direction of the van. Climbing inside, Reynaud picked up an
Armalite AR-18 with a four-power scope. The AR-18 had been designed
by the same company who’d produced the AR-15, but after they’d
learned better. Its stock could be folded flat against the left
side of the receiver, and the weapon could be fired with the stock
folded.

A hardshell rifle case contained an
L115A3 bolt-action rifle chambered for .338 Lapua Magnum, mounting
a Redfield three-to-nine power scope. Ammunition for it would be
hard to find but, short of a .50 caliber, there was no better tool
for reaching out and touching someone when long distance was even
better than being there.

He also found a Remington 870
twelve-gauge pump shotgun with a folding stock and, tucked down in
the corner of the van, a little Armalite AR-7 survival
rifle.

As he backed out of the van he glanced
around and noticed the sun touching the tops of the pines. “Logan
and Hasteen and I had better be moving if we’re going to be out of
town by curfew. I hear the local troops are a little trigger-happy.
We’ll meet you back here tomorrow, a little after noon.”

Logan and Hasteen followed as he
strode through the camp, threading his way around tents and
makeshift shelters until they were clear of the place and making
their way through forest and rugged rock gullies. They were careful
to avoid ridges and open areas that would leave them silhouetted
against the sunset. Twice they stopped, once when they heard
movement in the brush ahead, and once to rest. While they rested,
Reynaud sat and breathed deeply of the clean air, basking in the
beauty of the sunset and the wooded country around them.

The sun had set and it was almost full
dark before they reached the safe house. The propane tank was long
empty, and Hasteen started a fire in the stone grill behind the
house. While Reynaud cooked up skillet bread, jerky, and a pot of
chicory, Hasteen drew water from the pump by the barn and filled
the trough by the corral. Logan had already kicked a bale of hay
from the loft and brought out two buckets of oats to the feed
trough.

No one spoke until they’d eaten and
Reynaud had shoveled dirt onto the fire. “I think,” Hasteen said,
“I’m going to put on the other gunbelt. I don’t think a second gun
will draw all that much attention, and I felt half naked
today.”

Reynaud thrust the shovel into the
ground and sat on the end of a log. “What’d you think of the gang
at the van?”

Logan sighed as he moved to a more
comfortable position, his back resting against the same log. “The
city boy didn’t have much to say.”

“He doesn’t know where he’s
headed,” Hasteen observed, “but he knows where he’s been, and he
didn’t like it. He moves good and I think he’ll be all right in the
woods.”

Reynaud nodded, although the others
couldn’t see it in the dark. “He’s a steady hand, and he doesn’t
miss much. Xuan worries me a little. I think he’s got a taste for
blood.”

“He’s wound tight,” Hasteen
agreed, “but he looks to be a good man in a fight. He’s got
sand.”

“The girl looks pretty
able, too,” Logan said, “but the dentist is no Doc Holliday. The
first time there’s trouble, he may burn a trail out.”

“We’ll see. We may get to
find out how much nerve they have before we leave Springfield.
Norton seems to have some work for us before we ever leave
town.”

Just inside the door they took up the
kerosene lamps, lit them, and each of them took the room he’d
claimed as his own. Whoever had once lived there had known how to
live. The chest of drawers in Rennie’s room was handmade of cedar,
with bent muleshoes for handles. After leaning his shotgun against
the wall beside the bed, he pulled off his jeans jacket and tossed
it at the chair, then stripped off his gunbelt and placed it on the
nightstand with the butt of the Smith and Wesson .45 within easy
reach.

He finished undressing and blew out
the lamp, then lay down on the bed with a grateful sigh. He hoped
he wouldn’t dream of the prison camp tonight. Those nightmares were
less frequent now, but still unwelcome. To try to influence his
dreams, he went to sleep visualizing the bayous he hadn’t seen
since he’d left for Creighton and the Air Force.

~ * ~

Hasteen woke to the sound of gunfire
and tried to open his eyes. At first, there was only darkness, then
he began to distinguish blurs; his eyes couldn’t seem to focus, and
his entire body felt as though the fever had burned him to nothing
but ashes. When he’d passed out, fever-ridden, he’d slipped under
consciousness to the sound of the Yei-be-Chai chant. Now he heard
only the soft whisper of a light breeze and—there it was
again—another gunshot.

His bones were hot, soft lead, and his
muscles made of feathers, but he could at last see a jug holding
water, and dragged himself to it. Unable to lift the jug, he pulled
it over. The water was warm and brackish, but it was
life.

The water stung his cracked lips and
he almost groaned as it reached his parched throat. When he thought
he could stand it, he drank again.

His vision had gradually cleared, and
he looked around the hogan. From the dim light, he guessed it was
late afternoon. He seemed to be alone, and wondered at
that.

When the plague had struck and the
doctors and hospitals proved worthless, many of the Dineh had
gathered for a Blessingway outside Kayenta. They’d built hogans in
the old way, all with doors facing east, and tried to retreat from
the plague into the old ways of healing. He became aware of the
stench of death, and realized the plague must’ve followed them. He
felt panic, but passed out before he could crawl to the
door.

The next time he woke he crawled back
to the jug and drank again, but not so much his stomach would throw
it back up. The hogan was darker and cooler; evening had come. He
heard another gunshot, then a rough voice.

“Don’t seem worth the
trouble to shoot’em. They’re all dead or dying, near dead
anyways.”

“You better not touch’em.
Maybe they gotta different kinda plague.”

Then Hasteen knew the only ones left
in the village were the spirits and the enemies outside.

His eyes searched for a weapon then he
saw his father’s gunbelt. Rory O’Ryan had been a stuntman,
following the camera crews. Hasteen could remember long visits when
he was small but, as he grew older, the visits had become shorter
and less frequent.

The only things Rory O’Ryan had left
his half-Dineh son were the double-belt fast-draw rig, a pair of
Colt single-action revolvers, and lessons on how to use them. He’d
taught Hasteen fast-draw, how to point and shoot, knowing your
bullet would find its mark, how to fan the gun and keep all the
shots inside a target the size of a dinner plate at twenty-five
feet, how to “roll” the gun, which was even faster than fanning,
and just as accurate. He’d also taught him how to take the guns
apart, how to tune the weapon so on half-cock the cylinder would
turn at the lightest touch, with a tick like a fine watch. When his
visits became less frequent, his mother’s brother had continued the
training, taking him to matches.

Now Hasteen needed the weapons and all
the training he could recall. He already had the determination to
kill.

Crawling to the gunbelts, he drew the
guns and, in the dim light, checked them: they were empty. The
cartridges in the belt loops were wax loads used for fast-draw
matches and practice. Better than nothing, Hasteen decided. At
close range, they could smash a brick, although they were useless
at longer ranges.

After loading both pistols, he shoved
one inside the waistband of his jeans and crawled to the edge of
the door. It required all his will and energy to force himself up,
to lean against the wall. He was bathed in sweat, and his knees
trembled, but he was on his feet.

Within moments, he heard the whisper
of boots in the sand outside and, very near, a voice saying, “Let’s
get this wrapped up. It’s almost dark, and I don’t relish the
thoughta bein’ here at night.”

His thumb on the hammer, Hasteen
pulled the trigger of the revolver, so there’d be no sound until
the hammer was fully drawn and the bolt locked into the cylinder
notch. A tall, thin man stepped through the open door. Thrusting
the pistol to within inches of the man’s ear, Hasteen snapped the
hammer back and let it fall. The gun roared and the man, shot
behind the ear, was flung against the other side of the doorframe
and crumpled.

Even as he shot the first man, Hasteen
fell into the hogan’s doorway, already recocking, and before he’d
hit the ground he’d fired two shots into the man outside.
Everything seemed to occur with agonizing slowness. Hasteen had
time to see the man’s frightened face, pale in the shadows’ gloom,
then the bulky shape dropped its rifle and clutched at its middle.
The body collapsed and the feet twitched in the sand.

On the ground, Hasteen dropped his
revolver and clawed out the pistol from the holster of the first
man he’d shot, then rolled and dragged himself away from the
door.

He saw, to his left, a muzzle flash
and heard the sharp report of a rifle. Pointing the pistol he’d
taken at the muzzle flash, he snapped off a shot. A man screamed
and fell, then was silent.

Rolling again, Hasteen slammed hard
into the wall of another hogan and lay stunned for a moment. When
his head cleared, he pulled himself deeper into the shadows and
glanced down at the gun in his hand. It was another single-action,
a replica, and, from the sound of the shot he’d fired and the
recoil, he guessed it was a .357 Magnum.

He’d hardly caught his breath when a
man ran past where he lay and Hasteen fanned two fast shots into
the shape, which spun and fell.

“Burke! Sills! Steiner!”
The last of the jackals was plainly nervous, his voice pitched
higher by a throat pinched tight by fear. Staying in the shadows,
Hasteen crawled toward the voice. “Patrey! Sills! What’s
happenin’?” The voice stopped as the man realized he was alone with
the dead and one mortal enemy.

They stalked each other in the
darkness.

Hasteen was almost overwhelmed by the
stench and the horror of that scene. Often, he came upon bodies of
friends or relatives, or people he didn’t know but with whom he
shared common bonds. Some of the bodies were marked only by the
ravages of the plague, while others had plainly been shot. He
thought one of the bodies he found was that of a niece but he
couldn’t be sure; partly because of the darkness but also because
her features had been distorted by the shot that’d caved in her
face and blown away the back of her head.

Near midnight, the silence was broken
by the crack of a rifle. Hasteen was sprayed by tissue and bone
chips from a body a few feet away, and he fired back at the flash,
and a second shot at the scream, then followed the sounds of moans
and sobs to where the man knelt.

By the dim light of the moon, Hasteen
could see the man doubled over, with a moist darkness at his waist
and a shattered right elbow. Cocking his pistol, he pressed the
muzzle against the man’s forehead then pulled the trigger. The
hammer dropped on an empty chamber. The man he’d taken the gun from
had loaded only five rounds into the cylinder.

With a snarl, Hasteen threw away the
empty gun and drew the weapon from his waistband. The man was still
conscious. He’d winced when the pistol clicked on the empty
chamber, and he looked at Hasteen with fear-stricken eyes. Tears
had left long, dark streaks in the dust on his face.

“Please—help me. For the
love of God, please—”

Hasteen touched the man’s left eyelid
with the muzzle and pulled the trigger.

The body thrashed, then lay
still.

Hasteen relived the two days in hell
he spent clearing the village. He found the sand paintings and gave
the sand back to the desert north of the camp. The bodies of the
thieves and killers he dragged with a pole to the south of the camp
and left them for the desert’s scavengers, apologizing to the
coyotes and the vultures for leaving them such foul meat. The
bodies of the Dineh he covered with rocks or sand where they’d
fallen, burying with them all the personal possessions he could
find.

When he left the camp, he carried with
him only his weapons, his few personal possessions, a few days’
worth of supplies, and almost ten pounds of raw silver that hadn’t
yet been worked into jewelry, and he took a crooked trail away from
the place of the dead, so the spirits couldn’t follow
him.

Hasteen woke, sweating and trembling
with the memory of finding his mother and his mother’s brother and
all his family struck down by the plague or executed by the thieves
who’d come to steal jewelry and turquoise from the dead. His hand
closed on the butt of one of his revolvers and he levered himself
up, then realized where he was; a cabin in Missouri. Releasing the
pistol, he sank back onto the bed. He’d had this dream often enough
that he no longer dreaded going back to sleep. Staring into the
darkness, he heard a moan from Rennie’s room. He wasn’t the only
one haunted by nightmares, although that was no consolation.
Forcing himself to relax, he stared into the darkness until sleep
came to close his eyes.

~ * ~

Norton reached the safe house at about
nine the next morning, arriving as Hasteen was practicing his draw.
After waving to Reynaud, Norton strode over to stand beside
him.

“Damn, he’s good. I’d like to see what he could do with live
ammo.”

Hasteen heard the comment and faced
Norton. “I thought you didn’t want us to attract
attention.”

Norton gestured at the trees. “We’re
far enough from town.”

Hasteen emptied the snap caps from the
revolver and loaded it from a box at his feet, then slid the gun
into its holster and picked up a piece of gravel from the driveway.
Placing the pebble on the back of his right hand, he extended his
arm. The Colt was in his hand, his left hand a blur over the
hammer, and they all heard a single long explosion. Dirt geysered
and glass from a discarded bottle sparkled in the sunlight, and in
the sudden silence they heard the pebble hit the
driveway.

After emptying the six spent cases and
loading six more cartridges into the chambers, Hasteen spun the gun
back into its holster.

Norton raised his eyebrows. “I guess
that answers the question I had yesterday—why you wore that
antique. Those antiques,” he amended, noting Hasteen now wore two
guns.

Hasteen strode toward them. “For the
average man, the autoloading pistol is probably the best weapon
because, in some ways, it’s the simplest, but a good man can fire a
double-action pistol faster than an autopistol can be fired: it
takes a tenth of a second for an autoloader to cycle. And a man
who’s really good with his hands can fire a single-action even
faster. And there’s never been a handgun built with better balance
or points more naturally or that fits a man’s hand nearly as well
as Colonel Colt’s old hogleg.”

“Speaking of colonels,
how’d you like to bag one?”

Logan, who’d come out onto the front
porch, joined them. “Colonel of what?”

“It’s what used to be
called an ‘honorary title.’ This guy doesn’t have a nodding
acquaintance with honor. He’s ex-army, and he seems to have some
pull with the military governor’s people, but he doesn’t have any
real rank.”

“Okay,” Logan said, “How do
we grab him and how soon do you want it done?”

“I’d like to have a little
chat with him tomorrow. There’s a rumor the Steel Fist has someone
planted on the governor’s staff. The Colonel will know who it is,
and he’ll also have information about the local cells that I’d give
his right arm and at least one eye for. It’s not gonna be easy; he
always has four to six men with him, besides his private torpedo.
There’s another seven or eight men at the lodge he uses for a
headquarters. What’ll you need to do the job?”

“How about the Hundred and
First Airborne?” Logan suggested.

“They’re busy this
week.”

“One hell of a lot more
information than we have now, for openers,” Reynaud said. “Also,
suppressed weapons for everybody, preferably .380 pistols or 9 mm
subguns with subsonic ammo, and explosives.”

“That order is almost as
tough as getting the Screamin’ Eagles. The info I can get, and I’ll
get what I can in the way of tools. I’ll meet you in town with the
information and whatever equipment I can scrounge up.”

Reynaud nodded. “Where in
town?”

“You know the place. The
fella running The Emergency Room is one of our people. There’s a
back room behind the bar. I’ll let him know you boys will be coming
to a private game.”

“We’ll see you then. Right
now, we’d better be getting on the way. We’re supposed to meet the
rest of the crowd at noon. And we’d better leave a note for the
Deacon.”

“Don’t bother. I’ll leave
word with the man watching the place. Oh, was there anybody you
can’t work with?”

Reynaud glanced at the other two then
shook his head. “No, no problems with any of them.”

~ * ~

There were, of course, numerous rumors
about the origin of the plague, but the most commonly accepted was
one of the variations of the theory the CIA and the FSB, each
operating independently of their government, had started the
plague. The theory had been given credence by the fact the
temporary governments of both nations had, after the plague, been
controlled by those secret organizations, until it’d become
impossible for any country as large or as multicultural as Russia
or the United States to maintain a national administration. The
result, in both places, was a deep distrust in and disdain for the
remnants of the brief puppet governments.

The plague and its aftermath had
worked other, more basic changes. Many major cities and facilities
had been bombed in the brief war following the outbreak and the
problems of maintaining equipment to provide power and sanitary
services had overwhelmed most of the survivors. Cities were
complex, inter-dependent structures and, once they were unable to
provide necessary services, became largely obsolete. People still
inhabited some of them, but it was in a precarious, day-to-day
survival in an almost unbearably hostile environment.

No new maps were being printed, but if
they had been, they’d have borne no resemblance to the outlines of
territories in the past. The United States no longer existed as an
entity. In its place were half a dozen centers standing like
islands of relative calm in a sea of anarchy. A few enclaves, most
of them former military bases, continued largely as they had before
the war, but most of what had been a nation had been reduced to a
collection of third-world nations.

Texas was in turmoil, headed toward
becoming a republic, as was northern California. Much of the
southwest had been annexed by Mexico, then, when Mexico fractured
into a collection of smaller states, the region declared its
independence. The Great Plains held only a dozen or so centers of
what passed for civilization, none of them controlling an area of
more than about five hundred square miles. The northeast was pocked
with vast graveyards, the skyscrapers serving as massive
tombstones. The only other regions with any real identity were the
southeast coast and Florida.

With the failure of the network by
which goods and services were provided, most effort was bent to
simple survival, but the few attempts to deliver almost-forgotten
amenities were generally successful.

When Reynaud, Hasteen, and Logan had
found the other group they discovered someone who’d capitalized on
the yearning for the greatest luxury of civilization; fantasy and
escape. A deli van had been parked at one end of the campground and
the sides raised to reveal a large-screen television. Two men
busied themselves attaching tarps to the top and sides of the
opening while another shouted to the crowd.

“The MOVIES are HERE! Get
yourselves up here to see the flick. Choice seat holders get to
vote on the giggly of THEIR CHOICE! First three rows go for two
bits or trade, next five rows go for an ounce or trade.”

Hasteen was one of the first to buy a
“seat,” paying two of his ROTdollars for a place on the front row.
Other customers paid with silver or canned goods or ammunition.
When the choice places were all taken, the hawker passed around
“menus” and pencil stubs.

After the votes had been counted, the
barker shouted for attention. “Awright, the first film’s gonna be
Miracle on 34th Street and the second one’ll be The
Magnificent Seven.”

The area nearest the screen was solid
with men and women sitting on the grass, the crowd almost as dense
back to the practical limit of the barely adequate speaker system.
The crowd thinned, further back, although even Reynaud, his back
against a battered VW van, paid two rounds of ammunition to stay
within sight of the screen.

Reynaud stared at the people sitting
on the grass or, further back, leaning against vehicles. They were
like starving people at a diner. He hadn’t been surprised at the
choice of movies. Miracle was about love and faith and
children and The Magnificent Seven was about ideals. All
those things had largely vanished after the plague. Violence was
now a daily fact of life, and sex was easily available almost
everywhere except in the fundamentalist enclaves, so Hollywood’s
two biggest staples had been co-opted, but values and dreams and
ideals had mostly been killed off, along with most of the children,
by the plague and its aftermath.

Perhaps, Reynaud reflected, this
yearning for beauty was part of human nature. He’d heard that,
almost a century before, even the most rough-hewn sodbuster cabin
had held, in some special place, a Maxfield Parrish print or some
other piece of art.

More people arrived as word of the
movie spread, each new patron paying some nominal amount for a view
of the screen. Reynaud glanced at Mario, lounging against the side
of a converted bus. The rest of the group had joined the crowd near
enough to hear the speakers. He and Mario had elected to be the
eyes in the back of the group’s head.

The Magnificent Seven was
almost half over when he saw two of the men who’d been at the table
with the big man Xuan had probably killed. Uneasy, he gazed at the
crowd, looking for the third man he’d seen at the table, edgy when
he couldn’t find him.

A glance at the two he saw was enough
to let him know they’d spotted Xuan near the middle of the crowd.
Mario caught his attention and signaled at the two, gesturing that
he’d cover the man nearest his position. Reynaud nodded. The two
men had split up, trying to flank the Viet.

Even as Reynaud stalked the near man
he continued to search the crowd for the third man, but without
success. Reaching down with his left hand, Reynaud slipped out his
old KA-BAR fighting knife, slid it into his right hand, then,
holding it discreetly against his leg, took the half-dozen steps
that brought him only a pace behind his quarry. At the same time,
he continued to examine the masses of faces, wishing for the sight
of the third man.

“Repent, brother, and see
the error of your ways.” That quiet voice had come from behind him,
near the van he’d left.


Chapter 2

As soon as he’d heard the voice, the
man in front of Reynaud snatched for the revolver on his hip and
Rennie slashed at the back of his hand.

The man he’d cut screamed and clutched
at his hand. “Shhhh,” Reynaud whispered, “don’t disturb the
audience. As for the hand, that’ll bleed a lot less if you hold it
up high.”

“Brother,” the quiet voice
spoke again, “that gun you’re holding is a ticket out of this vale
of tears and to a better world. Put the gun down or prepare for
judgment.”

Reynaud never turned, but he grinned
broadly. The Deacon couldn’t have chosen a better time to find
them.

“Sorry about the noise,”
Reynaud murmured to the hostile men and women glaring at him and
the other man. “We were just leaving.”

The other man had fumbled a dirty
handkerchief out of his pocket and wrapped it around his hand. “We
can have a conversation behind that van,” Reynaud whispered to him,
indicating the vehicle with a nod of his head, “or a dissection
right here. Your choice.”

He and his prisoner had hardly gotten
behind the van before they were joined by Mario and the Deacon,
each with his own captive. Reynaud nodded to the new
arrival.

“Hi, Deak. Awful nice
timing.”

The three locals stood together,
staring at each other and glancing furtively at the armed men,
obviously sure they were about to die.

“Take it easy,” Reynaud
told them. “It’s apparent you boys aren’t too bright, so I’m going
to speak very slowly. I’m not fond of sore losers, but I’d hate to
bother that bunch back there with loud noises.” He looked from one
to another. “You boys live near here?”

The sudden change of subject had left
the prisoners mentally flat-footed. After staring at the others,
the one he’d cut cleared his throat and nodded. “Not too far off,
anyways.”

“Well, I suggest you boys
call it a weekend. I’ll give you an hour to get what you need and
get out of town, and if I see you packing iron in town again, I’ll
kill you where I find you. Is that straight enough for
you?”

Nodding, they began to back away from
Reynaud and his friends until they reached the cover of a tent,
then spun and ran.

Mario leaned against the van and
returned the .25 auto he’d been holding to its ankle
holster.

“Good to see you again,
Deak,” Reynaud said around a grin. “What say we catch the rest of
the movie?”

Billy Joe’s face was as immobile as
rock when he wasn’t stump preaching, but he shrugged and turned
back to where the crowd was engrossed, watching its fantasies
flickering across the screen.

“Cheerful devil, isn’t he?”
Mario muttered as he fell into step with Reynaud.

“There wasn’t much to laugh
about, where we were,” Reynaud said. “The only way the Deacon
survived the POW camp was by going a little crazy, but he’s always
been handy when we needed help.”

The three of them stood together,
watching the movie. As the picture dissolved into a blizzard, Billy
Joe strode to where the video-van’s crew folded the tarps. Facing
the crowd, the Deacon began to preach and, within moments, was
serving up fire and brimstone to them. Some stalked away in
disgust, a few slunk away in embarrassment, and more than a few
edged closer, as absorbed in the sermon as they’d been in the
movies. Reynaud watched a while, faintly amused by the occasional
chorus of “amens” and “hallelujah’s,” until the sun began to edge
its way toward the horizon.

Reynaud attracted the Deacon’s
attention and drew his forefinger across his throat. Billy Joe
wrapped up the sermon with a prayer and marched toward the
Cajun.

“Hate to break up the
revival, but Norton’s probably already at the Emergency Room and
I’d rather not keep him and the rest waiting.” He led the way to
the bar. As usual, he was unable to read the expression on Billy
Joe’s gaunt face, but his manner expressed distaste. The bartender
barely looked up as the three of them rounded the end of the bar
and walked into the back room.

Norton stood behind a table littered
with supplies and a quick survey of the room showed everyone was
there but Charley. Norton must’ve read his thoughts.

“Somebody had to mind the
store,” he said. He waved at a second table, laden with food. “Have
some dinner while we talk.”

Picking up a plate, Reynaud loaded it
with squirrel meat and gravy and greens then poured a tumbler of
homemade wine. The Deacon helped himself to the food and, after
sniffing at the pitcher, poured himself a glass of
water.

Norton leaned over the table of
equipment and picked up a silver-plated and exquisitely engraved
Walther PPK, now equipped with a bulky silencer.

“It like to broke Donny’s
heart to have to chop up a beautiful little handgun like that, but
it was the best we could do on short notice.” He laid the weapon
down beside a box of .380 auto ammunition, then added two boxes of
.22 ammunition and a similarly suppressed Ruger Mark II semi-auto
pistol.

Six brass shotshells lay beside a
single-barrel shotgun cut to the length of a pistol. “We managed to
scrounge up a few rounds of silent twelve-gauge and the gun. Those
shells are pretty quiet, but they’re only good up
close.”

Showing them five small blocks of what
looked like modeling clay lying at the opposite end of the table
from wires and detonators, he explained, “We also came up with a
little plastique, if you decide to be more spectacular and you
don’t mind the noise.”

The next item he held up looked like
an aerosol can with a top like a hand grenade. “This vomit and tear
gas is old police stock, but we think it’s still good. There’s
three of these, and a couple of assault grenades.”

“There must be a pony in
there somewhere,” Logan commented.

“Sorry, girls and boys, but
Christmas in August just isn’t what it used to be. The other side’s
a damned sight better equipped. If you want some heavy stuff,
you’re going to have to take it from them.”

“Speaking of the other
side,” Reynaud reminded him, “you were going to give us some idea
of how to take the Colonel.”

“Right. Tomorrow is Friday.
That’s the day the Colonel collects taxes.” At Logan’s raised
eyebrows, he elaborated. “They tax air. If you want to keep
breathing it, you pay. Tomorrow is also the first Friday of the
month, which means the Colonel himself will be making the rounds.
The Colonel puts great store by punctuality, so he’ll be making his
first stop within a minute or two of 9:20 AM, and at 2:00 he’ll
stop at Dorrie’s Diner for a late lunch. He’ll leave there at
2:25.” He handed Reynaud a timetable of the route.

“If he’s so predictable,”
Mario asked, “why hasn’t somebody hit him before now?”

“A couple people tried.
That’s discouraged copy-cats. His car is armored for anything up to
7.62 mm armor-piercing, and his escort is pretty trigger-happy.
Also, he seems to have some heavy connections. For instance, the
local militia leaves him alone, meaning he has at least one friend
on the milgov’s staff. That’s one of the things we need to find
out—who his buddy is, and how high up on the staff he is, to find
out how deeply they’ve burrowed into the milgov’s
information.

“The Colonel almost
certainly has files at his base.” Norton tossed an old map of
Springfield onto the table. “His base is here.” He stabbed the map
with a stiff forefinger. “It’s an old estate northwest of town
between Highway 160 and Melville Road. It has a brick fence, now
topped with barbed wire, and he’s added two guard stations just
inside the gate. Those stations are always manned, and we think
they’re armed with LAW rockets.”

Norton dropped a hand-drawn diagram on
top of the map and pointed out an oval behind the large rectangle
representing the house. “That’s a root cellar. It’s under at least
four feet of dirt, with only a vent pipe or two, and a double door,
so it stays cool, and it does it without using energy. The night
shift guards probably sleep there, and I’d guess they also use it
to keep items of value; maybe the files. As for the house, I’d bet
a truckload of beer they’ve got a secure radio in there. It could
be anyplace, including the attic or the basement.”

Reynaud had finished his meal and had
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