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Out in Indian Country, a case of mistaken identity can cost a man his life
…

Getting ambushed by a pair of army deserters in the New
Mexico desert wasn't part of John Stone's plans. He'd just left a
job herding cattle in Texas, hot on a lead that his long-lost Marie
was in Fort Hayes. But she's
no longer there, as Stone learns in the stockade—where he's charged
with desertion. Now he has to prove he's a civilian, and fast. The
outpost is turning into a hellhole. General Custer's caught between
Sioux warriors and murderous subordinates—and it looks like Stone
will have to take them on all by himself ...
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Chapter One

John Stone lay on the
ground, coughing violently. He had pneumonia, in the midst of a
vast prairie, alone and getting worse. Sweat poured off his body.
His canteen was empty.

Sparse, stunted grass grew around him; it was
a mild September day. His old Confederate cavalry hat hung from the
pommel of his saddle. Two days ago he’d felt a mild tickle in his
throat, and now he was falling apart. Tomahawk, his horse, looked
at him with great concern.

Tomahawk was hobbled by rawhide. If his boss
died, he’d be prisoner of anything that came along. Stone looked
through bloodshot eyes at Tomahawk, the idea traveled from horse’s
brain to man’s. Stone rolled to his knees and raised himself from
the ground. His head spun, a wave of dizziness assailed him. His
cheek hit the dirt.

He passed through memory and dream. A
battlefield came into view, cannons fired, puffs of smoke arose
from rifles. From behind a grove of trees, the Confederate cavalry
charged.

They were led by a young captain with pale
blond hair, sword in his right hand, yellow sash flying behind him,
Stone’s best friend, Ashley Tredegar. Canister ate holes in the
ranks of the gray cavalrymen, but the charge thundered onward,
Ashley far in front, his horse racing over the grass.

His cavalrymen galloped behind him, wind in their teeth,
following their gallant young commander into the jaws of hell. Then
the Union cavalrymen emerged from their position behind
a hill, and their commander also had
blond hair. He was twenty-four years old, the youngest general in
the history of the United States Army, and told his bugler to sound
the charge. The sharp bright notes pierced the tumultuous morning,
as the Michigan Wolverines counterattacked across a broad
front.

Cavalrymen in blue and gray galloped toward
each other, whipping their swords through air filled with buzzing
bullets and screaming canisters. Horses and men were ripped apart,
but the Confederate cavalry plunged onward, uniforms ragged, low on
ammunition, riding horses half-starved, while the onrushing
Michigan Wolverines were well fed and in serviceable uniforms,
their mounts the finest money could buy.

The Confederate commander’s eyes glowed like
red-hot coals. He was a graduate of West Point, a rich planter’s
son, a lover of Shakespeare and Robert Burns. The Boy General was
also a West Point graduate, son of a poor farmer, his passion was
war. He wore a bright crimson necktie, his eyes bright with the
excitement of the charge.

The horsemen roared toward each other,
officers urged their men on. Then the unthinkable happened. The
young Confederate captain with pale yellow hair jerked in his
saddle, his hat fell off his head. He leaned perilously to the
side, and the color sergeant angled his gaunt horse toward him.
Ashley Tredegar, in the first full bloom of manhood, fell out of
his saddle. Men behind him tried to dodge away, but their horses’
hooves trampled Ashley Tredegar into the mud and muck.

Tears came to Stone’s eyes, as memories of
Ashley crowded his mind. Ashley was the bravest man he ever knew, a
solid loyal friend. A man like Ashley Tredegar came along once in a
lifetime. It was a terrible tragic waste.

Stone spat a gob of something brown and
terrible into the dirt. Life was a string of tragedies and
setbacks. Nothing ever went right. A sound jogged him to awareness,
he raised his eyes. Twenty Kiowa warriors rushed toward him, war
hatchets in their hands!

Stone drew both his Colts, thumbed back the hammers, opened fire. Tomahawk watched in alarm as his boss aimed a barrage
of hot lead into thin air. Stone got to his feet and wavered. He
was six feet four, broad-shouldered, narrow at the waist. He
dropped his Colts into holsters on crisscrossed belts. He had thick
dark blond hair, blue eyes, and hadn’t shaved in three
days.

He wobbled toward Tomahawk. A giant
nutcracker squeezed Stone’s chest, but somehow he had to turn the
faithful animal loose. He dropped to his knees before Tomahawk,
reached for the hobble, his head fell onto Tomahawk’s right hoof.
Tomahawk looked at him sadly. Stone spun through shrouds of time.
Two men faced off on the desert of New Mexico, as the sun came over
the horizon. One was John Stone, and the other Beauregard Talbott,
Stone’s best friend in the world after Ashley Tredegar.

They drew guns, Stone was faster. He shot his
old schoolboy chum in the chest. Beau lay on the ground bleeding,
but Beau had forced the fight. He’d gone insane, become an outlaw,
and now haunted Stone’s fever dreams.

Stone sobbed deliriously. He, Ashley, and
Beau had grown up together, now he was the only one left, and
pneumonia had beat him to the draw. He opened his eyes. The hobbled
legs of Tomahawk stood before him. Stone rose to his knees and
moved toward the horse. His head felt as if it were on fire, he
coughed and slobbered as he reached toward the thick bands of
rawhide.

Everything went murky, he fell to his face
once more. He felt alone, helpless, vulnerable. If only Marie were
there to help him.

He’d grown up with her in South Carolina too,
had been in love with her since he was six years old. Her face
floated before him, with her high cheekbones, golden hair. She was
at Fort Hays, only a day away. He’d been searching for her since
the war ended, she was so close, yet so far. Marie was all he had
left in the world. Somehow he had to reach her.

She was gone when he’d returned home from the war, every
plantation in the county destroyed by Sherman’s marauding army. Stone’s parents were dead, and
neighbors told him Marie went west with a Union officer.

He’d followed her ever since, roaming the frontier like a
vagabond, usually broke, drinking too much, showing her picture in
every town he visited. People sent him on wild goose chases that
took months to track down. He wandered long periods with no leads
at all. Many times he wanted to give up, but somehow
couldn’t, in the grip of a love that refused to die.

Then, only a few days ago, he’d hit pay dirt. An
army officer and his wife said they’d known Marie at Fort Hays,
where Stone’s old West Point classmate Fannie Custer was commanding
officer. They said Marie was married to the provost marshal, Bob
Scanlon.

Now he was on his way to Fort Hays, but might
not make it. Illness was eating him alive. He’d never been so sick
in his life, except for when he’d been wounded in the war. But he
had to find Marie.

She had a lot of questions to answer, and
they tormented him along with his fever and the knot in his
stomach. How could she run away without leaving a message? Why
couldn’t she wait until he returned home? Had she stopped loving
him?

He raised his eyes, and she stood above him,
dressed in a brown coat. “Marie,” he whispered, reaching for her
hand. Her face disappeared, replaced by Tomahawk’s snout.

Stone snapped awake. He took a deep breath,
coughed, was attacked by the dry heaves. He focused all his
remaining reserves of energy and willed himself to unclasp the
hobble.

Tomahawk stepped free. No saddle on his back,
he could run away, but couldn’t leave now that Stone cared enough
to set him loose.

Tomahawk took a few steps back and watched
solemnly as Stone hugged himself to keep warm. The sun was setting,
and Stone felt like a block of ice. The only thing to do was light
a fire. He’d rather be shot by an injun than die from the cold.

He gathered buffalo chips, struck a match
against a rock, lit a fire, and huddled against it, teeth
chattering.

Tomahawk stared at the endless rolling
prairie. Great herds of wild horses were out there, he could join
them, but he’d been born on a ranch and raised by cowboys. He knew
no other life, and felt a strange connection to the tormented man
at the fire, rubbing himself frantically, the Apache blanket
wrapped around him. Tomahawk would stay till he died, then join the
wild ones.

~*~

“I smell smoke,” said Private Snead, wearing a
blue army uniform with
the insignia torn oft

“Might be injuns,” replied Private
Gotcher.

They sat upon army
saddles and horses, pulled back army reins, deserters on their way
to the gold fields of Colorado. Snead was slim, with a narrow face.
Gotcher was on the heavy side, brown stubble on his cheeks. Both
joined the army for the free trip west, they never had any
intention of being soldiers. Gotcher was wanted for armed robbery
in Ohio. Snead shot a policeman in Baltimore. They teamed up at
Fort Dodge, and went over the hill together.

“Smell it too,” Gotcher said, twitching
his round red nose. “We best steer clear of it.”

“Might be a couple dumb cowboys, we can take
’em by surprise.” Snead drew his gun.
“Git their money and rifles.”

“What if it’s injuns?”

“We’ll see ’em
long afore they see us.”

“I ain’t lookin’ fer an arrow in me
gullet,” Gotcher said. “Count me out.”

“Need money and civilian clothes. Got
to take chances.”

“Not me.” Gotcher raised his hand.
“Guess we come to the fork in the road.”

“That’s the way you feel about it ….”

Gotcher turned toward Colorado, and the sleek cavalry mount
plodded away. Snead lowered his hand to his gun. If Gotcher got
caught, he might spill the beans, tell the army where to look.

Snead drew his gun, thumbed back the hammer,
click. Gotcher heard the sound, turned his head in surprise. A
shot reverberated across the plains. Gotcher felt as though a mule
team rammed into his back. He was thrown against his horse’s mane,
then sagged to the ground.

He rolled onto his back and looked at Snead,
who was aiming for a second shot.

“Should’ve knowed … you was a backshooter,” Gotcher gasped.

“But you didn’t,” Snead replied,
pulling the trigger.

~*~

Ray Slipchuck, old stagecoach driver of the
plains, opened his eyes in the Drovers Cottage, Abilene. The final
orange rays of the setting sun slanted into the room, falling upon
the face of the young prostitute sleeping next to him.

She’d been expensive, but worth every penny.
Her skin was smooth and unblemished, like the finest silk. It
wasn’t every day an old ruin like Slipchuck could sleep with a
young woman, but he’d just been paid after three long months on the
trail with a herd of Texas longhorns.

He
gazed at her profile. She sure gave him a run for his money, did
every weird degraded stunt concocted by his warped,
lonely old man’s mind. They even did
it on the floor like dogs. But now Slipchuck felt more dead than
alive. His age finally caught up with him.

The young prostitute opened her eyes, in yet
another hotel room. Her life was an endless series of them. Who was
the guy this time? She rolled toward him, saw a toothless geezer.
He smelled like tobacco and whiskey, looked like a mongrel
wire-haired terrier.

“Howdy,” he said, tossing a little
salute.

She remembered him now, but she’d had worse,
like the traveling salesman who tied her to the bed.

“I was figgerin’ we could git us some
grub,” Slipchuck said.

“Got to go home,” she
replied.

With sinking heart, he watched her dress. Bit
by bit her luscious body was covered by her red gown.

“How’s about tonight?” Slipchuck
said.

“We’ll see,” she replied in a
perfunctory way, and Slipchuck remembered when he was young, he
didn’t always have to pay.

“How’s about a good-bye kiss?” he asked
hopefully.

“You already got yer kisses, old man.
Should be in the clink fer the thangs you made me do.” She smiled,
blew him a kiss. “Maybe some other time, hey, cowboy?”

“I’ll be a-lookin’ fer you at the Lone
Star.”

She left the room. He felt old, tired,
defeated. But an old stagecoach driver has to keep clicking off the
miles. If he lingered in Abilene, he might miss John Stone, his
pardner, at Fort Hays.

Slipchuck inhaled the fragrance of the pillow where the
whore’s mahogany locks had lain. If only …

~*~

Tomahawk fidgeted, someone was coming. His ears pricked up
and he gazed in the direction of the sound. Help or trouble, hard
to know. He moved next to Stone and prodded him with his snout, but
Stone was out like a light. The rider drew closer, and Tomahawk
didn’t want to get caught. He
trotted away, where he could
watch from the distance.

Snead heard muffled hoofbeats, but didn’t know if they were
his imagination, the wind, a tribe of bloodthirsty injuns,
or blue-bellies tracking him
down. He pulled back his horse’s reins, listened, but the sound
didn’t repeat. Tomahawk stood quietly in the shadows. Snead thought
it was the wind. A man’s ears played tricks on him.

He’d seen the glowing embers of the fire from
a hogback in the distance, and homed in on it. Didn’t look like
injuns, but his regulation Colt .45 was cocked, ready in hand. He
climbed from his horse, hobbled it, and moved toward the fire.

He came to a small clearing, where a solitary
man slept beside the ashes. Snead crept forward, as Tomahawk
watched the gun in his hand. Stone felt something cold against his
forehead.

“Git up real slow,” Snead said, “keep yer hands where I can
see ’em.”

Stone wondered if this were a hallucination
like all the others. He reached forward to touch Snead, who slammed
the gun against Stone’s head. Stone’s eyes rolled up as he
collapsed onto the ground.

Snead undressed him, put on his clothes, took
his twin Colts and gunbelts, rifle, saddle, money, even his
Confederate cavalry hat. It was on the big side, but might be good
for a free drink in a saloon full of Texas cowboys. He threw the
regulation Colt and bayonet to the ground, not wanting anything
that might identify him as a deserter.

He found the picture of Marie in the shirt
pocket, tossed it over his shoulder. He wished he could get his
hands on the cowboy’s horse, but the animal kept his distance.
“C’mon, boy,” Snead said, pretending to have a lump of sugar in his
hand. “I got somethin’ nice fer you.”

Tomahawk didn’t fall for it. Snead put Stone’s saddle and
bedroll on his stolen army
horse, planning to rob the first civilian horse he found. Stone lay
naked on the ground, Snead’s clothes and army blanket
nearby.

Snead was ready to leave. He raised the gun
to Stone’s head. Why waste a bullet on a dying cowboy? He climbed
onto his horse and rode away, Stone’s cavalry hat on the back of
his head.

Tomahawk waited until he was out of earshot,
then emerged from the shadows. He caught the blanket in his teeth
and spread it over the naked man wheezing through a clogged and
swollen throat. Tomahawk stood guard nearby, chomping grass,
swishing his tail nervously.


Chapter Two

Stone shivered and burned. He threw the blanket off, pulled it on again.
Coughing, hacking, spitting, he passed the night.

He
gained consciousness, his body a massive hurt, barely able to
think. He’d lost weight, cheeks hollowed, eyes bloodshot. He saw
the uniform nearby, arose laboriously, put it on. It was much too
small, the trousers halfway to his knees, but a man couldn’t be
naked on the cold prairie. His eyes fell on Marie’s picture, he
bent to pick it up, and passed out again. He hit the ground, and
Tomahawk covered him with the army blanket.

Stone drifted into phantasmagorical
nightmares. Tomahawk took his position as guard. Another long night
of dangerous possibilities lay ahead.

~*~

Slipchuck
rode through the tall gateposts of Fort Hays, and the army post
stretched before him, parade ground surrounded by wooden buildings.
Enlisted men in one section, married officers in another,
headquarters building straight ahead, flag of the Seventh Cavalry
fluttering in the breeze.

A
group of mounted cavalrymen approached, led by a young lieutenant
with his campaign hat slanted low over his eyes. The lieutenant
touched his finger to the brim
as Slipchuck approached.

Slipchuck turned in the saddle, looked at the
officer, ramrod straight, red hair, tanned, spiffy. “Bet he gets
lots of girls,” Slipchuck muttered.

He came to the headquarters building, climbed
down from Buckshot, threw the reins over the rail, hitched up his
gunbelt. He strolled past soldiers standing guard on either side of
the door, and for all they knew, he might have ten pounds of
dynamite tucked into his shirt.

Slipchuck was lean, five and a half feet tall, and had been
nearly everywhere, done just about everything. A gruff master
sergeant with a face like a bulldog looked up from his desk.
Another civilian to screw up my
day.

Slipchuck took off his hat. A large portrait
of President Grant hung on one wall, the head of a buffalo mounted
on the other. The office was spotless, and Slipchuck knew who kept
it that way.

“I’m supposed to meet a feller name of
John Stone here,” Slipchuck said. “He check in yet?”

“Never heard of ’im.”

The sergeant returned to the paperwork on his desk;
Slipchuck headed for the door. Johnny should be here by now. Hope the injuns didn’t get
him.

~*~

It was dark on the prairie, Tomahawk smelled
lobos in the breeze, and heard their yelps in the distance. They’d
found the rotting corpse of Gotcher, and Tomahawk hoped they
wouldn’t drift in his direction. John Stone was helpless, Tomahawk
couldn’t handle a pack of lobos himself, but he’d try.

Tomahawk lowered his head and looked through
large luminous eyes at Stone, who breathed noisily on the ground.
Stone had tremendous powers of endurance when sober, but had been
drunk most of the past six months.

Lobos howled in the distance. Tomahawk was
tired, hungry, thirsty, spooked. He hoped Stone would come around
soon.

The Tumbleweed Saloon was thick with smoke
and conversation. Soldiers, civilians and whores swilled down
whiskey, while against the far wall, a man in a striped shirt and
arm garters sat at a piano and plunked a tune.

Slipchuck made his way to the bar, hand near
his Colt; a man could never tell when a bad penny from his past
might show up. Two feet of space were available between two
soldiers, and Slipchuck sidled in.

“Whiskey,” he said to the
bartender.

Slipchuck rolled a cigarette, and checked the lay of the
land. Mounted on the far wall was a cavalry sword, and near it a
homemade Seventh Cavalry flag.
A young freckle-faced soldier stood to Slipchuck’s left, staring
into his empty glass.

“Fill ‘er up?” asked the
bartender.

“No more money,” the soldier said
sadly, with an Irish brogue.

“Bartender,” Slipchuck said, “give this
soldier a whiskey on me, if you don’t mind.”

The bartender filled the glass, and the
soldier raised it to his lips. He drained half the liquid, then
wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Don’t believe I got
your name,” he said with a burr on his tongue.

“Slipchuck. You ain’t been in America
long, I don’t guess.”

“Six months, most of ’em in the Seventh Cavalry. Five years to go, and by the
great snappin’-toed Jesus, don’t think I’ll make it.” He lifted the
glass and drained it dry. “Name’s O’Reilly.”

Anybody stationed at Fort Hays was a
potential source of information about John Stone’s former
girlfriend, Marie. Slipchuck thought he’d gather information for
his pard, and also satisfy his own curiosity about the woman who
made John Stone tick.

“You know who Marie Scanlon is?” he
asked.

“Sure I do. Wife of Major
Scanlon.”

“What’s she like?”

“You must be new around
here.”

“Just showed up. Supposed to meet my
pard here, name of John Stone. He’s a-lookin’ fer her.”

“Tell him to keep on lookin’. She ain’t
here no more.”

“Where’d she go?”

“Your guess is as good as
mine.”

“She go alone?”

“A woman like that don’t do nothin’
alone. She run off with Derek Canfield, the gambler.”

Slipchuck gazed into a dark corner, where two
whores fondled a drunken corporal. Did Johnny find out about
Marie’s departure and follow her? Maybe he went on a drunk, or shot
himself. The man was crazy where that woman was concerned. Private
O’Reilly, having drained the contents of his glass, placed it
loudly on the bar.

“Another whiskey for my friend,”
Slipchuck instructed the bartender.

As the bartender filled the glass, a loud
argument broke out on the far side of the room. O’Reilly lifted his
glass. “Why’d I ever leave the old sod?” He slurped an inch off the
top. “If the whiskey don’t get me, Custer will. I wish somebody’d
put a bullet in that goddamn poppycock’s head.”

“I’ll drink to that,” said the trooper
to the left of O’Reilly. He had tanned cheeks, and the front brim
of his campaign hat was turned up. Everyone touched
glasses.

“What’s wrong with Custer?” Slipchuck
asked. “Heard he was a good man.”

“Good for what?” asked O’Reilly.
“Treats his huntin’ dogs better’n us.”

“Hate the son of a bitch,” said the
other trooper. “You want a good general, that’s George Crook. He
knows a man has to eat and sleep. Old Iron Butt jest looks after
his pals at headquarters. Like the man said, somebody’s gonna shoot
that son of a bitch someday.”

Slipchuck motioned to the bartender, who
poured another round. The three men drank, then the trooper
introduced himself: “Amos Thatcher.”

“You know Marie Scanlon?”

“Don’t care what they say about her. I
always thought she was all right.”

“What they say about her?”

“Worst bitch in the world. Screwed all
the officers. Don’t give a shit about nobody. Drove her husband to
drink. Run off with Derek Canfield, the gambler.”

“You ever see him?”

“Used to play cards right in here. Tall
skinny galoot, looked like death warmed over, but no accountin’ fer
taste. Had me a little talk with Marie Scanlon onc’t, few months
back. Was on a police detail near her house, she was in her
backyard. Asked where I was from, said she grew up in the South,
missed the trees and flowers more’n anything else. Had the feelin’
she was lonely.”

O’Reilly grinned. “You should’ve gone inside and slipped it to ’er.”

“She was a lady.”

“Ladies like it more’n anybody
else.”

Slipchuck scratched his beard. The more he listened, the worse it sounded. When
Johnny found out, he’d rip the town apart. Where the hell was he
anyway?

~*~

Tomahawk was thirsty. Coyotes howled in the
distance. The last water was a half-day back, but Tomahawk didn’t
want to leave John Stone undefended. Yet if Tomahawk didn’t get
water soon, he’d die too.

He had to go. Better one survivor than none.
He looked at Stone lying on the ground, wrapped in his blanket.
Maybe the coyotes wouldn’t find him. Either way, Tomahawk needed
water.

He
touched his thick lips to Stone’s hair, and wished him well.
We’ve covered many miles together,
friend. Then Tomahawk turned
toward the last water, pain and sorrow in his heart.

~*~

The lobo watched from behind a mesquite bush,
eyes glittering like diamonds. The man in the blanket looked dead
or close to it as the horse plodded off into the night. The prairie
became still. The lobo focused his ears and held his breath. He
could hear the man breathing through his clogged throat—alive, but
not by much.

The lobo feasted on carrion that night, but
there was always room for more. Quivering with excitement, licking
his chops, he crawled toward the man wrapped in the blanket.

~*~

John Stone dreamed of a gala plantation party
at the beginning of the war. Crystal chandeliers sparkled above the
ballroom floor as he held Marie’s hands and twirled her among the
other dancers.

Marie wore a maroon velvet hoop skirt and a
white silk blouse with a jade heart over her breast, while Stone
had on his new gray Confederate officer’s uniform. The fragrance of
magnolia blossoms drifted through open windows, and the crescent
moon rested near the tops of trees. He gazed into her shimmering
blue eyes.

“I wish you didn’t have to go away,
Johnny.”

“Be back before you know it. Yankees’ll
leave us alone once we bloody their noses a few times.”

“You’ll meet other girls, and they’ll
fall all over you. You’ll forget me.”

“I’ll never forget you, Marie. I’ll
love you till the day I die. You’re the only girl for
me.”

She smiled, and the fetid odor of carrion
rose from her lips. He opened his eyes. Only inches away was a
lobo, fangs glittering in the moonlight.

The lobo lunged for his throat, and Stone
raised his arm to protect himself. The lobo’s teeth sank into
Stone’s wrist, the sudden violent pain bringing him to total
consciousness. He screamed as his final reserves of adrenaline
dumped into his bloodstream.

The lobo hung on, eyes emitting sparks of light, growling
and howling, calling his compadres. Stone
jumped to his feet, but the lobo clamped down tenaciously. Stone
grabbed the lobo’s throat with his free hand and squeezed, forcing
the lobo to loosen his hold on Stone’s arm.

Stone flung him to the ground, but the lobo
landed on his paws, turned around and snarled. Stone’s heart
chugged in his chest, blood rushed past his ears, he was
light-headed, dizzy— where was Tomahawk? He heard coyotes yipping
and yelling as they rushed toward him over the grass.

Stone looked for a weapon, but saw nothing
other than his bare hands. The lobo stood before him, growling and
spitting, tensed to strike as soon as the others arrived.

They sped toward him and called out to each
other in the thrill of the chase. Killing was their greatest
pleasure, they could taste fresh blood on their tongues. Ahead in
the shadows their brother held the man at bay. The lobos shrieked
with delight as they charged in for the kill.

Stone wheeled to meet them with his bare
hands. They dived onto him all at once, their sharp pointed teeth
bared. He kicked, spun, slammed them with his fists, performing his
dance of death in the moonlight. The lobos sensed his weakness and
knew it was just a matter of time. They lunged again, sinking their
teeth into his flesh.

He tore a lobo off his arm and flung it
howling and twisting through the air. Another lobo flew toward his
throat, but when he punched it in the jaw, it fell unconscious to
the ground. Another lobo dug his teeth into the ankle of Stone’s
left boot, and Stone stomped on his head with his big right boot,
crushing his skull.

Another jumped Stone from behind, digging his teeth deeply
into Stone’s ass. Stone jumped three feet into the air as two more
lobos dived onto his left leg. He lost his balance and
fell to the ground, where lobos
swarmed over him, tearing his flesh. He dodged, whacked, elbowed,
tried to shake them loose. Finally his eyes fell on something
gleaming dully in the grass— the bayonet left by the army
deserter.

Stone scooped it up, whirled, lashed out, and
the blade caught a lobo’s throat. Two lobos sailed through the air
at him, and three more attacked from his rear. He dodged and
whipped the knife, tearing an angry red gash across the coat of one
lobo, then rammed the blade into another lobo’s mouth.

A third lobo clamped his jaws onto Stone’s
forearm. Stone jammed the bayonet to the hilt into the lobo’s
belly, ripping it wide open. The remaining lobos realized he
wouldn’t be as easy as they’d thought, and weren’t hungry enough to
continue. They howled defiantly as they backed away.

Stone stood unsteadily on legs far apart, his
body covered with lobo bites, the bloody bayonet in his fist. “You
want a fight, I’ll give you a fight!”

Lobos wanted food, not a fight. Snarling, bodies trembling
with tension, they retreated farther into the darkness.
Well, wait till you drop.

The night swallowed them up; Stone was alone
with bleeding gashes and the saliva of lobos staining his blue
uniform. He sucked the cool night air into his lungs and waited in
case the lobos tried a sneak attack.

Where was Tomahawk? His faithful horse had deserted him, and Stone guessed the
reason: water. He gazed at dead lobos on the ground, but knew
they’d get him in the end. He was sick, weak, feverish, adrenaline
wearing off, mouth dry, stomach cavernous. He needed nourishment
desperately.

Blood glistened in the moonlight. Stone knelt
before the lobo with the slashed throat, fastened his lips to the
open wound, and sucked salty blood. It had a wild doggy taste, but
Stone swallowed it down. He sat on the ground, butchered the lobo,
and sliced off a steak. It was stringy, dreadful, and smelly, but
food. His jaws ached as he chewed the tough meat, blood dripping
down his chin, staining his fingers.

Fatigue fell over him as he wiped his mouth with the back
of his sleeve. Nightbirds squawked in the distance, stars
emblazoned the sky. Dead lobos would attract wildcats.
Best get moving.

He
pulled himself to his feet, saw a blanket, the army saddle, army uniform, bayonet, and
regulation revolver with no bullets. Take the saddle? He
picked it up, but couldn’t carry it
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