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Author's Note:

I have tried to be as factual as possible concerning the topography of the area in which I have set this book. Those who know the Navajo Nation will know when I have adjusted the scenery to fit my story.

I have tried, in some small way, to see from a Navajo perspective concerning the thoughts and actions of my Diné characters. I have no doubt that I have made many mistakes; in my defense let it be said that none are intentional or malicious.

The rituals described herein are of two separate tribes and, to my knowledge, never mixed in actual practice. As a result, any mistakes or descriptions of spiritually-impossible events are my fault, not those who helped me in my understanding of that world. And once again, no disrespect was intended.

In closing, my intention is to tell a story; an entertaining trip through my imagination. I hope you enjoy the journey.

L. E. THISSELL
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Expressionless black eyes stared over the edge of the hot, sunbaked rimrock, through the concealing weeds and dusty brush. In the ravine that gaped before him, Billy watched a line of people move down a dry creekbed. He watched unflinchingly as an old man, too feeble to keep up the brutal pace, fell and was unable to get up.

Immediately, a small hovercraft shot up to the old man, stopping within two feet of his prostrate form. The slim, silver and black clad figure on the hover stared down at the human. With a firm movement of a leathery light-gray hand, the long-muzzled being made it clear that the old man was to get up. When a woman moved forward to help the old man, the hairless SSSouk'k thrust its snout at her and uttered harsh, clicking growls. 

"No, no, Callie," said the white-haired old man, barely holding himself up on his outstretched arms. "We both know I'm not going to make it. Leave me, they'll kill you, too."

"But-"

"No!" he forced out. "I'm dying."

The SSSouk'k snarled and clicked again, raising a short, stout weapon and pointing it at her. Repeating the command, the soldier moved a long, thin, suction-cup-tipped finger to a small knob on the side of his weapon.

"Go, granddaughter," he wheezed. "I'm dying anyway. Hurry, they'll kill you. Don't give up, try to live. I love you. Now, go. Go!"

With a sigh he let his arms collapse and rolled over onto his back to look into the blue sky, dust billowing out from under his frail body.

With tears running down her cheeks, she softly spoke. "I love you, Grandfather. I'll never forget." Turning, she slowly walked away, joining the line of staggering, shuffling people.

Turning to the motionless old man, the soldier swung the weapon around to point at him. Repeating the order, the SSSouk'k raised the weapon. When the old man remained motionless, the SSSouk'k slid the knob back and a shimmering incandescent blue-green beam shot to the old man and burned a three-inch hole through his chest. With a quick jump of his body, the old man seemed to deflate onto the ground and was dead. As the soldier moved away from the body, it pointed its weapon at Callie and stared at her while slowly passing by. 

Billy watched and listened, the sounds from the scene below coming clearly to him. After the soldier moved up the line, the only sounds were the low shuffle and slap of the captive's feet and a low, throbbing, more-felt-than-heard hum coming from the main hovercraft ahead of the single-file line of gaunt, stooped captives. Even the insects had grown silent. A faint pall of dust hung in the late afternoon air, kicked up by the passing feet.

The line slowly worked its way down the creekbed away from Billy, eight small hovercraft guarding the small group of almost twenty humans. The larger hovercraft with a group of twenty-one SSSouk'k soldiers standing in it slowly moved out of sight around a turn in the draw. Billy remained motionless as the plodding figures disappeared around the turn; motionless until the dust had settled and the insect life had resumed its background noise.

Billy slowly slid back from the edge of the rim until he was out of view from the draw. Once clear he slowly looked to his left and raised his left fist with the thumb sticking up. From behind a low rock came a brown fist with thumb extended. Looking right he raised his right fist and thumb and saw another fist raised, thumb out, half-hidden in a large clump of sagebrush, one black eye visible behind the fist.

Moving down the slope leading up to the rimrock the three men, two younger and one in his mid-thirties, straightened up as they moved away from the skyline. Meeting at the bottom they silently gathered in the shade of a juniper tree. Squatting down, Billy and Singer watched Gene uncover a small pit. Inside were three U.S. Army canteens and a small canvas bag. Handing a canteen to each Gene took his own and, with a small lift to the others, uncapped it and drank two swallows. Billy and Singer quickly followed his example, recapping canteens when finished.

Without a word, Singer picked up the canvas bag and started off eastward, following a low ridge. Billy fastened his canteen to his belt, watching Singer. After several seconds he stood and moved in the same direction, carefully leaving no tracks on the rocky ground. Gene waited almost a full minute before getting to his feet. Slowly looking around, he splayed his nostrils to catch any stray smells in the hot, still air. Finally he moved after the other two, stopping every few seconds to look around and listen.

The sun had almost completed its journey down the afternoon sky toward the distant western mountains when a gray horse, one of five horses tied to various trees in a grove of junipers, lifted her ears and looked at a silent shape as it walked into the grove. Singer walked over to the horses, all of which were now looking at him. He seated himself with his back to a tree and watched the gathering shadows. Soon Billy stepped out into the cavelike space beneath the spreading branches. With a small nod at Singer, he moved to the other side of the horses and sat on a rock jutting from the dry earth.

Minutes after the sun had disappeared behind the hills around them, Gene walked out of the fading evening. "All clear," he spoke, his soft, low voice sudden in the stillness. 

"Well, now what?" Billy sat down near his saddlebags and pulled out a strip of jerky. "We don't have a camp to go back to."

Singer eased down next to him and handed him a small stack of saltine crackers. "I didn't see a lot of the camp. Maybe some escaped and hid out. Most of those people I never saw before."

Gene took out his canteen and took a swallow. "We have to go look, but I don't expect to find anybody alive." He sat next to Billy.

Singer handed some crackers to Gene and took a piece of jerky from the saddlebags. "Think we ought to go now or wait until morning?"

"I want to stay right where we're at." Gene looked at the other two. "No fire. Who wants to take the first watch?"

Billy sighed. "I will. I don't want to sleep right now anyhow."

Walking over to his saddle, Billy picked up his coat and pulled his rifle from the scabbard. "Who do I wake up?" 

Gene spoke. "Ah, get me. Singer can say his prayers in the morning."

"O.K., Gene. See you later. See you in the morning, Singer." Billy jacked a shell into his rifle, put the safety on, replaced the shell in the magazine, and walked into the darkness. The stars twinkled brighter and brighter overhead.

Singer stood and moved toward the horses. "I'll feed the horses. You take it easy and get some sleep." He stopped a few feet from Gene and turned back to face him. "We've got to watch him, Gene. He's taking this way too calm. Real strange, coming from him."

"All of us are taking it strange, Singer. All of us are."

Billy pulled on his coat and slowly worked his way up the slope to a small spire. Climbing it, there was a natural little hollow on top, just perfect for one person to lie concealed and look around at the surrounding rock and sand hills, dotted in the waning dusk with stands of brush.

Far off to the southwest he could see flashes of blue light faintly flickering from over the horizon. The shock of knowing that all the people in the camp were dead or enslaved was beginning to wear off and tears of anger, pain, and frustration rolled down Billy's face, dripping unheeded onto his coat sleeve.

∞

Slowly moving around an ancient, downed piñon tree Lisa caught the full smell of burnt flesh and wood, the sickening-sweet smell of burnt hair and leather. Inching painfully closer she saw the first body, a middle-aged man with almost his whole torso burnt away by SSSouk'k beam blasts. She froze as multitudes of birds frantically flapped their way into the sky with hoarse screams and caws, several so engorged that they could barely clear the ground.

Fighting down the gagging that threatened to overcome her, she saw several other bodies, barely recognizable as human. Steeling herself, she closed her green eyes as she tightened her headband around her short blond hair. Taking a deep breath she passed near the closest bodies, moving toward the first of three small leather-and-wood huts left standing, ten or more other huts completely flattened and burned in the now-shattered grove.

Squatting in front of the first hut Lisa stayed motionless for several minutes, only her eyes moving, scanning for any movement. After spying two coyotes hidden in brush on the other side of the camp, she took her rifle in her left hand and pulled her pistol. With one final searching look around she moved the leather flap aside slowly with her rifle barrel, pistol ready.

Stepping inside Lisa stopped and allowed her eyes to adjust to the dimness. Scanning the small hut she began to inventory the few remnants, her ears tuned to any change in the animal noises outside. After several seconds she moved to her right, moving various articles with the rifle barrel, looking for anything useful. Finding nothing worthwhile she moved to the open flap and stood just inside while her eyes adjusted to the sunlight.

Trying to ignore the birds which had returned to their feast, she warily moved to the second hut and searched it, repeating her actions of the first search. Once again she found nothing of value to her and moved cautiously to the last hut. In the back of the hut, under a tattered rabbit skin, she found a small leather pouch with twelve 9mm rounds that fit her pistol. Placing the sack into a large fannypack, she finished her search, finding nothing else of interest.

After standing inside the flap until her eyes adjusted, Lisa stepped outside and turned to her left. She looked straight into two black eyes that widened as the brown face they were in paled. Her own green eyes widened at the same time and her light-brown tanned face also paled. Both sets of eyes looked into each other’s rifle muzzle simultaneously, and froze. At the sudden movements the scavenger birds once again blasted, screaming, into the air.

Lisa heard a whisper of sound from behind and to her right and felt sick to her stomach, fully realizing that she was helpless to prevent human scavengers from taking her and using her, keeping her as a slave or killing her, however they saw fit. She had just decided to kill the black-haired man in front of her and then kill herself, when she heard a soft voice from behind.

"Steady, girl. We don't want to hurt you." Singer moved slowly into her sight, arms raised with his shotgun pointed up. "Billy, why don't you get your rifle out of her face and step back?"

Billy let out the pent breath from his suddenly aching lungs and slowly raised his rifle barrel and took two steps back. "I'm sorry I scared you. You caught me by surprise." He flicked on the safety and set his rifle into the crook of his left arm. "My name's Billy."

Lisa moved her rifle until it pointed between Billy and Singer and slowly moved until her back was to the hut. Fear had her throat almost paralyzed, only months of survival allowing her to control her breath. Taking quick glances from side to side she tried to find an escape route.

Singer spoke up. "Lady, you can leave if you want to, but you should know that we ain't going to hurt you. If we wanted to, Gene would have had you down already." He motioned to her right as Gene stepped out from behind a clump of brush.

"Hi. I'm Gene." He moved his rifle to his left hand and walked in a circle around Lisa until he was next to Singer. "This was our camp. We saw those that were left and some others being taken in yesterday." He looked around the camp and then up at the noonday sun. "We've got horses about ten minutes from here. You can either come or not."

Singer held up a hand and spoke. "Did you find anybody alive, or sign of anyone getting away?" Lisa gave a mute shake of her head. He continued. "Did you search the huts?" When Lisa nodded, he said, "Well, go ahead and keep whatever you found." He looked around. "They won't need it anymore."

Gene turned away and headed for the edge of the camp. Singer moved after him, laying his right hand momentarily on Billy's shoulder.

Billy watched them go and then looked around one last time. "We've got food and water." He moved to the brush and stopped, looking back at Lisa. "You might as well come with us. We're all going to die anyway." Gazing at her for several seconds, Billy turned and vanished into the scrub.

Lisa stood frozen, her mind racing over the events of the last few seconds. Torn between desire for human companionship and mistrust of strangers, she struggled to make a decision.

After a full minute had passed, Lisa relaxed. Shaking her head quickly, she gave a small sigh and walked out of camp to where she had stashed her backpack. Quickly shrugging it on, she returned to the camp and skirted the edges until she was at the spot where the three men had disappeared from sight.

Dismay touched her as she found no evidence of their passage; now that she couldn't find their trail she wanted desperately to find their camp. Relief flooded her when she saw Billy almost two hundred yards away, half-hidden by a rock. He motioned, slowly pointing up a small draw and then turning his hand to the right when he saw her looking at him. When she nodded in understanding, he gave a small wave and vanished.

Passing by where Billy had been standing, Lisa turned up the small draw and followed it for about ten minutes. She spied a narrow, deep cleft in the side of the draw and cautiously walked into it, searching for any signs of human presence.

Following the ancient creekbed, she walked out into a small opening. The opening was covered by branches from the trees growing on the top and sides of the narrow gorge. On the right was a little pool of clear water, fed by a small spring and emptying into a gravel bank where the water disappeared. The gorge continued out of sight around a bend to the right.

"Hi."

Lisa spun, stifling a scream, and aimed her rifle at Singer who was seated on a narrow ledge behind her.

"Welcome to our humble abode." Singer stood and motioned behind the ledge. "The horses and stuff are in here. Come on in." He turned away and then stopped and turned back to face Lisa. "My name is Singer. Relax, we ain't going to scalp you." With a smile he walked into a gap in the cliff-face. "Come on," she heard from within.

Gene looked up from his meal preparations as Lisa entered the small alcove and waved her toward a blanket-covered rock. "Have a seat. I don't know exactly what you've been through, but I can make a pretty good guess." He put a cast-iron Dutch oven aside and spoke. "Well, when the coals get hot we'll have some hot food for a change." Settling back on his heels Gene looked at Lisa. "If you can talk, why don`t you tell us your name?"

Lisa moved over to the proffered seat and cautiously sat down. Putting her rifle over her knees, she finally spoke. "I'm Lisa." She looked around. "Where's the other one?"

Singer spoke. "Billy? He'll be along pretty soon. He's making sure you didn't leave any tracks or get followed."

"You mean he was following me?" Lisa tensed.

"What do you think?" Gene looked at her. "We don`t know you any more than you know us." He lifted the Dutch oven and placed it into the coals. He stood and stared down at Lisa. "You really need to get this through your head. If we wanted to rape you or kill you it would be done already. So why don't you give yourself and us a break and relax?"

"Would you like some water?" Singer straightened up from where he had been squatting and moved toward the alcove entrance. "We've got some soap." He quickly raised his hand. "I'm not hinting that you smell. I just thought you might like to clean up."

Lisa visibly relaxed. "Thanks, I would like that." With a look at Gene, she put her rifle down, eased the backpack off, and stood. "I'll keep my pistol with me for the time being."

"I would, too," said Gene. "Just be careful. There's always someone up and around all night so don't shoot one of us."

Billy looked up from the pool, cool water running down his throat, and looked at Lisa and Singer when they came out of the niche. "Hi. Quite the hidey-hole, isn't it?" Getting to his feet, he held out a metal cup. "Here, have a drink."

∞

The small bed of coals threw a ruddy glow onto the three figures hunkered around the firepit. Gene was leaning back against a pack, repairing his saddle latigo. Billy was sitting cross-legged across the fire from Gene, sharpening his knife. Lisa was sitting with her chin on her knees, staring at the coals. Singer had walked into the night almost two hours before, minutes after finishing the venison stew Gene had prepared.

"We had only been in that camp for maybe three weeks," said Gene. "We came there after our first camp was taken."

Lisa raised her head. "I didn't go to any camps after the first one was hit." Her face twisted in the jumping red light. "I`d rather take my chances alone than live in another place like that." She looked at the two shadowy, flickering figures. "I'm glad they`re dead."

Billy stepped on a long, thin leather strap and began to strop his knife, pulling back with his left hand to keep the leather taut. "So, where were you from before things went to hell?" he asked, pausing in his motions. "Me and Gene were from Monticello in Southern Utah. Singer was living in Kayenta north of here, but we all knew each other from before. We're all Towering House Clan."

Lisa gazed into the coals for several seconds and then lifted her head with a little flip. "I'm from—was from—Bend in Central Oregon." She paused and then spoke just before Billy had decided that she was finished. "I was down here sightseeing with a girlfriend; she didn't make it to a camp."

All three were silent, memories of the last four months flowing through each, overwhelming in their intensity. Gene finally sighed and put aside the saddle. Standing, he looked down upon the two young people.

"Yeah, things have been pretty bad and are going to be bad, probably get worse. But I don't think those lizards are going to be here forever. And I'm going to be here when they're gone." He put two small chunks of wood on the coals and then took a step toward the entrance. "I'm going to get a drink."

Lisa and Billy listened until the faint crunch of Gene's footsteps faded away. After a moment Lisa shrugged and turned toward Billy. "Does he really believe anybody can live much longer?"

"Yeah, he really does. If anybody can, he will." Billy turned his face and looked Lisa in the eyes. "You know how I feel about it."

"I don't know what to think. I want to believe that I'll make it through this but I've seen so many people die or be taken away." Lisa turned her face away. "I'm really scared. I'm scared all the time."

Billy looked around and then said lowly, "We don't talk about it much but I'm scared, too. I suppose Gene is and I know Singer is, but we don't bring it up."

Lisa looked gratefully at Billy. "Thanks. It's nice to know I'm not the only one." She looked around and then back at Billy. "I'm glad I'm not alone anymore. It was almost as bad as just being killed."

Billy flushed, glad for the concealing redness of the dancing firelight. "How old are you, Lisa?"

Lisa opened her mouth and then shut it again. She gave a little smile and then asked, "How old do you think I am?"

Billy started to answer and then paused, glad for the opportunity to study her face. Disregarding the weather-beaten condition of her reddish-blonde hair, he scrutinized her clear, tanned skin. He looked at her eyes, where the smoothness led down her faintly-downed cheeks, passing a slim nose with a slight bump on the bridge, into well-formed lips that curved up at the corners. He followed the line of her throat from her round, delicately-dimpled chin to where her collarbones created a hollow at the base. Billy noticed the beginnings of the swell of her breasts –

"Well?"

With a jump Billy noticed that Lisa's smile had disappeared, replaced by a taut, wary look. With sudden heat in his face, he stammered, "I, I'm sorry." He busied himself stropping his knife.

Several minutes went by before Gene re-entered the camp. Lisa was staring at the fire and Billy had started sharpening a second knife. "I told Singer to get me up. I'll kick you out for the dawn watch." Gene walked to his bedroll and sat down. "See you two in the morning."

Billy finished his knife and put away his strap. Standing, he mumbled, "Good-night." He walked over to his bedding and lay down, pulling the sleeping-bag top over himself.

Lisa watched him go, chaotic feelings running through her. Memories of the brutal beatings and rapes in the survivor camp clashed with the pain, confusion, and embarrassment she had seen on Billy's face. Slipping into her own bedroll, she placed her pistol under the blanket and near her right hand. Stars worked their way across the narrow slip of sky above in silence, shedding their brief flickers of light on the still forms below.

∞

Billy had watched the pre-dawn dimness give way until now, minutes before the sun would be over the horizon. The crisp, clean air seemed far removed from the reality of being hunted. The earlier cold still clung to his face but he felt warmer just anticipating the sun's first fingers of warmth-giving light. Hearing a whisper of sound behind him, he turned his head and spied Singer approaching.

"All clear," he said lowly.

Singer stood on a low rock near Billy and took his coat and shirt off. Standing bare-chested, he turned toward the bright spot in the sky to the east and opened his arms wide. "Aahh, Brother. A beautiful new day." He hopped off the rock and opened a small satchel he had placed there. "Would you care to join me, Billy?"

Billy shook his head no. "No, I'm feeling as fine as I can."

"Then you ought to go down and have some coffee."

"Coffee?"

"Yup. Lisa has about two pounds and made a pot." He rubbed his hands together. "Boy, it sure was good."

Billy stood and shrugged the stiffness out of his shoulders. "That does sound good." He picked up his rifle and paused. "Singer, what do you think of her?"

Singer thought for a moment. "She's certainly pretty and seems nice enough. She made it this far, and on her own for awhile." He turned to his satchel and took out several items. "She hasn't said anything but I think she was raped and kept a slave by that camp she talked about. All in all, I think she'll do to have along." He looked at Billy. "What do you think?"

"I don't know. I think she's O.K. but I don't think she likes me." Billy quickly explained the conversation and resulting tension to Singer, ending with, "and so I bet she thinks I'm just like them other guys that probably hurt her. I didn't even realize I was staring at her chest."

"Billy, Billy, Billy." Singer patted Billy's shoulder. "Think about it, man. She doesn't know us and is on edge. Give her a few days. Just be nice and you'll get along fine."

"Yeah, you're right." Billy hefted his rifle and started downhill. "Thanks, Singer. See you pretty soon."

Singer turned to face the first rays of the morning sun and cleared his mind as he began to scatter corn powder, forming the thoughts and attitude that would allow him to enter the new day with harmony and purpose.

Gene was watching the entrance when Billy walked into the camp. "'Morning, Billy." He lifted his tin cup. "It's been a long time since we've had the real thing."

Billy's nostrils flared, drinking in the fragrant scent that had teased him since approaching the spring. "Oh, yeah," he breathed. "I'd forgotten how good that smells."

He walked over to the fire and inhaled the steam coming from the old tin coffeepot. He turned to his saddlebags and produced his cup. Pouring it full of coffee, he sat back on his heels and felt the warmth seep into his cold fingers, the aromatic steam rising around his face. Taking his first sip, he closed his eyes, a blissful relaxation spreading over his features. Opening his eyes he glanced up at Gene.

"Where's Lisa?" he asked.

"She wanted to go clean up," Gene said. "She took some hot water up around the turn to take a bath."

Billy took another, longer sip. "What're we going to do? We can't stay here forever and we don't have anyplace else to go."

Gene squatted down across the fire from Billy. "I don't know. I guess we all need to talk it over, figure out our next move."

"I think we ought to hit one of their patrols and get some of their beamers."

Gene sighed and shook his head. "Come on, Billy. If we do that then they'll know we're around and they won't stop until they have us."

Billy leaned forward. "They're going to find us anyway! At least if we hit them first we can get some of them instead of just dying"

"Enough!" Gene stared at the younger man. "We've been through this before. Nothing's changed and we're still alive."

Billy subsided, sullenly drinking the hot coffee, staring into the fire. Gene watched him for several seconds and then sighed. Standing, he strode toward the outlet to the spring, commenting over his shoulder, "I'll go tell Singer to come in when he's done."

Lisa was sitting by the spring when Gene walked out, drying her hair with a spare shirt. She stopped and put it into her lap, leaning forward with her elbows on her jean-clad knees. "You wouldn't believe how good that feels." She reached down beside her and pulled out a hairbrush from her fannypack.

"Singer will be down soon. We need to figure out what to do."

Lisa paused in her brushing. "I know. I couldn't help but overhearing part of that conversation you and Billy were having."

Gene checked his rifle and then spoke. "Yeah, well, we'll all have a chance to talk about it in a few minutes." He turned to walk away when Lisa's voice stopped him.

"I know things have been really rough on everybody, but what am I getting into?" She stood and moved over directly in front of Gene. "I don't want to die because some crazy hothead would rather die than hide."

Gene looked impassively down on Lisa's upturned face. "Listen, let's figure out what we're going to do for now, alright? I know you've been hurt; we all have. I'm not saying it was any worse than your situation because I don't really know what that was, but Billy had a far rougher time than Singer and I put together." He paused. "Let's all sit down and try to figure a way out of here. It would be better for all of us, in my opinion, if you would stay with us but you're free to leave anytime."

He stepped around her and took a few steps to a game trail leading to the crest of the ravine. He turned and spoke, "I like you, Lisa. I think you`re a good person. Try and get to know us before you make too many judgments." He smiled, abruptly transforming his face into cheerfulness. "What's that old joke about `the last man on Earth'?" With that he ducked into the brush lining the trail and faded from view.

Lisa stood contemplating his comments and then resumed brushing her hair, finishing by tying on her headband. Picking up her pack, she walked into the camp. Billy had placed the Dutch oven on the coals to re-heat the stew from last night's supper and was pouring another cup of coffee. He looked up when she approached then quickly looked down again.

"Good morning, Billy," she said coolly.

"Good morning," he replied uncomfortably, blowing into his coffee.

"Listen," she said after pouring herself a cup of the dark, steaming liquid. "I heard part of what you said to Gene and I've got something to say."

"You were eavesdropping," he stated shortly, the beginning twinges of anger washing away his uneasiness.

Lisa sighed. "You can't call it eavesdropping when I was clear out by the pool. Please," she said, lifting a hand to stop his next words. "I don't want to fight." She took a sip, turning her cup to warm her fingers. "It used to be that I would have kept my mouth shut and my thoughts to myself, but this isn't Bend and I don't have the time or patience anymore for that kind of crap." Sitting on the blanket-covered rock she continued. "I didn't go through all these months of hell, trying to stay alive, just so you could get me killed. I need to know, right now, if you're going to freak out and do some stupid suicide charge. 'Cause if you are, I'm out of here today."

Billy stared at Lisa for a long moment, his eyes glistening in his impassive face. "Who are you to tell me how to live or die," he ground out. "Yeah, I'd rather die like a man than live like a rabbit, just to be caught in a trap and slaughtered, or turned into a slave."

It was Lisa's turn to stare, her cup of coffee forgotten. "I don't give a good god-damn how you `live or die'. I don't want to lose my life because of your bullshit macho pride."

Billy's face flushed dark with anger, his eyes snapping with passion. "I would never do anything to hurt Gene or Singer. How I feel about things is my own business. And I don't give a `good god-damn' what you think. If you don't like it, then tough. You don't have to stay."

Lisa scrambled to her feet, dropping her cup, coffee splattering unheeded on the ground. "You asshole."

Billy jumped up in turn. Both took a step forward, breathing heavily, staring into each other’s eyes. "Yeah, I'm an asshole," Billy rapped out. "You're no prize either."

Lisa opened her mouth, surging with the need to shatter his barely-held self-control.

"Hey, hey!" Both spun toward the entrance and saw Gene and Singer watching them with shocked expressions on their faces. Turning away from each other, Lisa walked over to her backpack with shaking hands while Billy squatted next to the Dutch oven, opening the lid and checking the stew.

Gene paced over to the fire, his face hard. "Billy, we've known each other a long time. I've never said this, but you're like a younger brother to me and you know it. Sometimes you're almost like a son. I didn't hear everything, but sometimes you can be an asshole." Billy whipped his head up, opening his mouth to speak. "Shut the hell up!" Gene pointed his finger at him. "This is too serious to mess around with. Sit there and listen or I'll kick your ass."

Turning to Lisa, Gene spoke. "Lisa, once again, I didn't hear everything but I suggested earlier that we talk this out when we were all together." He pointed to a spot near the fire. "Please sit down," he said in a voice that brooked no disobedience, "and let's get this cleared up before it goes any further."

Lisa sat in the indicated spot, vestiges of anger still spotting her cheeks. All right," she spoke. "I'll listen."

"Singer." Gene waved him to a spot by the fire. Taking several steps away from the fire Gene stood with his back to the group, fists on his hips, taking several long, deep breathes. Walking back to the fire, he stood looking at each in turn, only Singer meeting his eyes.

"O.K.," he began. "It's time to get everything out in the open." He looked at Billy. "Billy, you need to put yourself in Lisa's shoes." Glancing at Lisa, he continued. "Correct me if I make a mistake concerning you, Lisa. She was," he said, directing his gaze at Billy once more, "either taken by force to a camp or forced to stay once she entered it. She was raped, probably by several men, and forced to work, probably beaten. When the lizards attacked she saw a chance and escaped, and has stayed alive on her own till now.

“Singer told me what happened last night." Billy raised his head, an anguished look on his face. "I know what kind of person you are and know that you didn't mean anything by it, but all Lisa can see is another man with a hard-on. Add to that her hearing you talk about jumping a lizard patrol and going out in a blaze of glory, she probably thinks you're a complete menace.

“And you," he said, looking at Lisa, “you're the first woman even close to his own age that Billy has seen since this crap started. I'm not going to go into any detail about what he's gone through, he can speak for himself if he's a mind to. You don't know him like we do; he's not about to do anything that all of us don't agree on. I trust him with my life, and the way things are you can't ask any more than that. If you can't trust him, then try to trust Singer and me." Gene paused and leaned forward, putting his left foot on a large rock and placing his forearms on his knee.

"Look, you two. We're alive and, for the moment, safe. Yes, Billy, things look pretty bleak but we still have a chance. With four instead of three we can stay more alert, back each other up better. But if you two keep butting heads, someone is going to get killed, maybe all of us. I don't deserve that and neither does Singer. I don't care if you two are best buddies or ignore each other, but if you keep this up we're dead."

Nobody moved in the silence that followed, sunlight starting to filter through the leafy canopy overhead onto the west wall of the cavelike niche. After about a minute had passed, Singer caught Gene's eye and nodded toward the horses. Billy and Lisa looked up at him when he stood.

"Gene, why don't we water the horses?" Gene nodded in agreement. Singer stretched and then spoke. "Why don't you two talk for a minute? Gene's right; we have to know, this morning, if you can get along."

The two stared into the fire while Gene and Singer took the horses out into the pool area. The silence stretched until Billy raised his head and cleared his throat, the sound startling Lisa into a small jump.

"Lisa," he said. "Lisa," he repeated when she ignored him. "I'm sorry," he said when she looked up. "I can't change how I feel, but I wouldn't do anything to get anybody hurt or dead. They're my blood, my brothers. Gene's right, it would be better for all of us if you would stay. I'll keep my distance and won't bug you. About last night I, uh...I'm sorry and it won't happen again."

Lisa listened quietly until Billy had finished, never once taking her eyes from his face. She continued to look at him while he stood and dusted the seat of his jeans, a rip in the left seam of his shirt showing his light-brown ribs.

"Well?" Her inquisitive tone stopped him after he had taken two steps toward the exit.

"Well, what?" he asked confusedly, puzzlement on his face.

"How old am I?"

"Seriously?" he asked warily, caught off guard by the sudden shift in Lisa's attitude.

"Yeah, seriously," she said. "Truce?"

"Truce." Billy grinned with relief. "Twenty-one."

"Sorry, wrong answer. I guess I haven't had much of a chance to take care of myself," she said with a rueful smile. "Seventeen, sometime a couple of months back." She looked at Billy, all traces of levity gone from her face. "You should have said "five" by the way I acted. I'm sorry, too."

Singer, brushing his gray mare, looked over her back at Billy, who was approaching them. Gene straightened up, his hands full of horse hair from pulling his chestnut gelding's tail to shorten it.

Wiping the sweat from his brow, Singer leaned on his mare. "You two work it out?"

"Yeah, we're O.K. now."

Gene looked up from stuffing the horse hair into a canvas sack. "That's all, `we're O.K. now'?"

Billy walked to his bay gelding and lifted its left forefoot. "Gene, Singer, I'm sorry," he said in a conversational tone, devoid of feeling. "It should never have happened and it won't again. Lisa and I got things straightened out." He looked up from the hoof he was holding, glancing out through the dark bangs hanging down over his face. "What more do you need?"

Singer, out of sight of Billy, motioned to Gene, whose face was beginning to darken with anger. "You're right, Billy. That's all we need to know."

The three worked on the horses steadily and quietly until the sun had risen far enough in the sky to shine down upon them through the junipers overhead, almost two hours later. They were sitting around the spring pool splashing the cool, clear water over their sweat-beaded faces when Lisa called from the entrance;

"If you guys are hungry I've got something fixed up." She smiled at the sudden looks thrown her way. "Don't worry, it's edible."

Gene stood, flicking his hands, spraying water droplets from his fingertips. "I forgot you were even here."

"Me, too," said Singer, springing to his feet. "But I'll sure be glad to check out the menu."

No one noticed that Billy had remained silent while standing and following the others into the camp. The smell of fried venison and fresh-baked bread hit them just as they walked into the alcove. All three froze in their tracks, only their nostrils flaring. They drank in the incredible, memory-inducing bouquet that wrapped around them, causing an instant reaction from their saliva glands.

"Good Lord," breathed Singer, breaking the spell. Immediately his stomach let forth a long, gurgling growl.

Breaking into laughter, all four gathered at the fire. The three men all began talking to Lisa at once, the words jumbled and running together, impossible for her to understand. Laughing, she lifted her hands.

"Whoa, whoa," she exclaimed. "One at a time."

"Where did you come up with the stuff for bread?" Gene asked, awe in his voice. "We haven't had real bread in months."

"It's not exactly bread," said Lisa. "More like biscuits. I've got some Bisquick; just add water."

Billy turned to his saddlebags and pulled out his tin plate. "This smells great. Let's see what you've got."

Singer and Gene scrambled to produce their own plates while Lisa removed the lids from the Dutch oven and a large cast-iron frying pan. Steam boiled into the air as Billy looked down into the pan where strips of steak floated in bubbling gravy.

"Oh, wow. Gravy." Billy looked at Lisa, a huge grin on his face. "It's been forever since we've had anything like this."

Lisa watched in fascination as the three men tore into the meal, mesmerized with a faint touch of fear as she realized that they resembled a lean, hungry wolf-pack more than a group of hunted men. Her eyes were drawn to Billy, his obvious enjoyment and savage assault on the food directly conflicting with her recent memories of his attitude about their survival. She felt stirrings deep within her, unfamiliar twinges. Joining the men in eating, she quietly realized that she felt like she had come home.

Shadows had climbed halfway up the east wall when Gene returned from his surveillance of the surrounding countryside. The other three had been busy with the never-ending task of repair, maintenance, and cleaning of clothing, tack, and weapons. They were engaged in comfortable small talk, all satisfied to stay away from serious subjects, when Gene appeared.

"Didn't see a thing," he reported. "They must be convinced that they got everybody in this area." He sat on the blanket-covered rock and took off his hat, a dusty, dark-brown, weather-beaten, wide-brimmed felt hat. "We better figure out what we're going to do. We can't stay here much longer. I figure we need to leave by tomorrow afternoon at the latest."

"We saw what it was like down south," Singer said. "I think we're too close as it is."

"I know where there's more food and supplies than you can pack on all five horses." Lisa smiled at the other three. "It's about a week away from here walking west, northwest."

"That would be off towards Kaibito," spoke Billy.

"How did you find it?" Singer asked. "What is it?"

"It was a cache that the camp I was held in had. It's pretty well hid and there wasn't anybody left except me, so I've been using it as a place to go back to whenever I get tired or run out of stuff." She pointed to her backpack. "That's where I got all these things. I go out and try to find anything useful and then I take it back there."

Gene spoke up, his voice showing his excitement. "When were you there last? Did you see any lizards between there and here?"

"I was there about two weeks ago. I had to hide almost a whole day in an old mine shaft maybe halfway between here and there. A whole bunch of lizards, hundreds, went by in small groups all day long on the highway. I don't know what they were looking for but they never saw me." Lisa frowned. "I've seen lizards in other places but they were the first I had seen around there since the raid and I've been back to the stash probably five times. Maybe we should move it or something."

"We're going to have to move anyway, so I say let's go check it out," said Billy. "What do you guys think?"

"I'm for it," said Singer. "Gene?"

"I'm ready. Lisa? It's your stuff; what do you think?"

Lisa looked at each for several seconds, ending with Billy. "I'm here for as long as you let me stay. What's mine is yours."

"O.K., then. We'll move out early."

∞

The long shadows stretching out in front of the five horses had shrunk to half their length when Singer reappeared from the rim overlooking a wide valley. He walked up to his horse and took a drink from his canteen.

"Didn't see a thing. Want to make a try or wait for tonight?"

"I don't like that night travel stuff," said Gene. "We can't see very well and I suspect that the lizards can see infrared. We'd be best off going in daylight."

They had been traveling for two days and had approached the valley in mid-morning of the third day. It stretched for several days journey each way and looked to be about a day's travel across. The
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