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THOSE WHO PAY TO KILL

^

Hikers have been disappearing. Not enough to upset national statistics for people who take on wilderness areas, but enough to alert the Analyst.

The Coyote has arranged a cover for the Traveller as the Elgar stock foods man. He has also found him an Elgar-mobile, and arranged board with the decidedly frosty Abigail Gracey. It’s a start, but the Traveller is going to need a lot of help on this one.

Wilf wants to be involved, knowing that someone murdered his wife, and the Traveller has to decide if he should bring a civilian into a war zone. Kandie Starr proves to be more than just an exotic dancer, and Lisa the Dart Creek Station cleaner is soon lucky to be alive. The Traveller begins to wonder if this might be the most complicated case he has worked on for the Senator.
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It was a perfect day for hunting. A breeze was rustling branches across the hilltop, and that covered any slight sounds that Olway might make. It was also blowing towards him, which put him downwind from his quarry. Olway Jensen was in that happy place when he was perfectly prepared and knew a target would be along any time now. He patted the rifle he was holding affectionately. It was the one his clients used, and he called it ‘the Reaper’. 

Olway shifted his position in the hide. He had set up the portable headquarters when he arrived at first light, and the camouflage netting was keeping the sun off him now. It had a lightweight frame that unfolded and locked into place, and was something he considered essential. Now he stretched one leg back as far as it would go, holding the position for a while, before he did the same thing with the other leg. 

Dogs stretched like that, and to the best of Olway’s knowledge so did all the top predators. He liked that word, ‘top’, and he liked including himself among them. He and his brother Twobars had been harvesting hikers along the trails of the Cumberland Plateau for three years now, and they had never been caught. The trick was in not getting greedy, and the harvesting had fallen into a natural rhythm of two hiker hunts each year. The few individuals they had been skimming off the top of the hiker population would fall within normal accidents for people who measured themselves against the great outdoors, and wouldn’t be missed. 

A cloud dimmed the light around his position, and for a moment Olway considered going to a lower magnification scope. He would lose some detail, but the lower mag scope would pull in more light. It would be a simple matter to switch the scopes over, and he had both of them set up so the rifle had a two inch grouping at a hundred metres. Then his attention snapped back to the trail on the ridge opposite him, and there wasn’t time to do anything with the scopes. 

A figure had just come around the brow of the hill and out onto the bare rock of the stone arch, where it paused to examine the scenery. It was a young man in expensive hiking gear, and Olway had been expecting him. Part of the long climb up the ridge was visible from his hide, and that was part of his planning. He had to know when people were coming, and whether there were others further back who might witness what happened next. 

When a hunt was on Olway needed a certain amount of time to cross to the opposite ridge and hide the body. Once that was done he took refuge in his hide until he could cross to the ridge again that night and collected his client’s prize. The body would end up in the big walk-in freezer back at the Dart Creek Station, and could be presented in any way the client wanted. 

Olway had learned to never hurry the hunts. The process of selection, culling, and transformation into a trophy for his client was in the lap of the gods. It could take them days to happen upon a suitable target, at a suitable time, and his clients had to be prepared to wait in the hide until that happened. That was why he and his brother slotted their clients into one of the survival courses they ran at the station. If the client didn’t pass muster at the course, then they didn’t get taken on a hunt – no matter how much money they offered. 

The hiker settled down to rest on a ledge at the beginning of the arch, and Olway kept his breathing slow and steady. He had removed part of the spike and chain railing that was a safety feature across a narrow section of trail along the top. When the bullet hit the hiker he would tumble over the far side of the arch and fall into the gully below.

A moment later the hiker swung his daypack onto his shoulders and got to his feet. Olway eased a long, jacketed bullet into the chamber of his rifle. It was a type of cartridge perfect for this size of game and this sort of shot. A good hunter always went for a clean kill, and that meant the bullet had to pierce the heart. Olway was a sniper at the top of his game, and his clients had to prove they could make a clean kill before he would take them on.

The hiker stepped out onto the narrow section of trail along the top of the arch, and Olway slowed his breathing further. He looked for his heartbeats, so he could fire between them. Then the hiker traversed the section without the safety rail, and Olway pretended to pull the trigger. If he had done so for real the hiker would have tumbled over the far side of the trail and down the thirty foot drop into the scrub below. The drop into the bushes was not enough to disfigure the body though, and that was important to his clients. 

Olway would have been half way to the bushes below the arch by now, if he had taken the shot, but that wasn’t necessary today. Once he concealed the body it would have taken him half the night to haul it off the plateau, until he made it to a pick up truck at the end of an abandoned logging track.

Then he saw a flash of brightly coloured clothing halfway up the slope below the arch, and froze.

How had he missed that? Someone was coming up the trail, and they would be at the arch in less than ten minutes if they didn’t stop for a break. If his client had taken the shot when Olway had pretended to, he wouldn’t have had enough time to conceal the body. At least, he couldn’t be sure he would make it in time, and that was how people made mistakes. He forced himself to calm down, to relax and ignore the panic beginning to surge through his body. It worked, and once he felt calmer it was time to analyse the situation.

How had he missed the second hiker? The trail wove back and forth across the ridge leading to the top, and it wasn’t always in view from his current position. So the hikers wouldn’t be visible all the time, but he should have picked up the movement much earlier.

There was no gain to be had from berating himself, though, and Olway let his breathing slow back to what it had been before. No harm had been done, and this was only a scouting trip. What he had to make sure of was that errors like that didn’t happen on the day.

The hiker made his way off the end of the stone arch, and descended into the scrub on the other side. It had not been his day to die, though he would never know that. Olway wondered if he should set up for another practice run at the second hiker, who should be appearing at the arch soon. He had almost decided to go ahead with it when he noticed a large party coming out of the forest far below, about to start the long climb to the top. It wouldn’t be a realistic practice run with so many possible witnesses, and it was getting late in the day anyway. It was time to think about packing up, so he could head back to the pick up truck.

Olway always chose isolated spots for the kills he organised for his clients, places that necessitated an overnight stay for hikers in the huts that dotted the trails. It meant there were fewer hikers, and they were more strung out on the trails, but that suited him. There would be no day tripper targets for his clients. 

Unfortunately, it also meant a four hour scramble to get into position at the start of the day, a shorter time hunting, and a four hour scramble out at the end of the day. It was too risky to hike in along the trails when his rifle alone would have brought attention to him. Someone might have recognised him too, since he lived in the area, and the police might end up calling him in to see what he knew. 

He had long ago found his own ways in and out of his target areas. The one he was on at the moment finished at the head of an abandoned logging trail some distance below him, and that was where he headed now. His pick up truck would be waiting for him there.

Moving quickly he dismantled the hide and erased all signs that he had been there for much of the day. When that was done he eased himself backwards until he was off the hill top, and could head down through the scrub. 

If he got back to the station early he would have time to work on the survival course that he and Twobars were setting up for the coming weekend. The cover story they used for the survival course was ‘ways to prepare for the collapse of civilisation’, but the real work was done on the sniper course he offered along with it. The customers always came back for more of that, and so they should. Olway was the best.

He had enjoyed target shooting since he could hold a rifle, and had won local championships on many occasions. Later he had added a national title and some placings to that. It hadn’t taken long before he realised that good money could be made from teaching the skills he had, so he started to advertise courses. He soon found out that customers preferred a more military approach, so he added in elements of army training as well. 

There had been a few brushes with the law along the way, mostly about registering the many weapons he needed for the courses, but the police had never been able to pin anything major on him. His brother, though, didn’t know how to stay out of trouble, and Twobars had eventually been sent away to prison for a long stretch.

He was back now though, and keen to help Olway in his growing business. Though to be honest, what other job opportunities did an ex-con with few desirable skills have? Still, you could always trust family. At least that was what people said. Though their father, Johann Jensen, was another matter. There was something wrong with him, thought Olway, the way he kept trying to make the farm pay its way. Everyone knew that the weather patterns had changed, and the long droughts now made farming dry beef around here uneconomic.

At least the old man hadn’t disagreed when Olway put forward the idea of the survival courses, and then the sniper classes. Without them the farm would have gone bankrupt long ago. The hunts, though, were a different matter. Olway wasn’t sure that his father would agree with those, so the two brothers had kept Johann in the dark about them. The old man was inside early these days, and that meant he wasn’t around the barn in the evenings when the tidying up after the hunts went on. Twobars was in charge of feeding the farm dogs and cutting meat for the evening meal, so Johann never went into the big freezer either.

For the next hour or so Olway descended along a dry creek bed towards the farmland in the valley. It wasn’t easy with the disassembled hide tucked under one arm, the hunting rifle in his other hand and a small pack on his back, but he’d got used to it over the last three years. The creek veered off to one side eventually, whle Olway pushed on down a slope. A fast downhill trek and a scramble through some dense scrub saw him at his truck in much less time than it had taken him to climb to the hilltop. 

As he reached the pick up truck he decided that he would scout out a different site next time. Maybe Big Thumb Rock or Little Thumb, and he had sites prepared for hunts at both of them. All of his sites were somewhere around the Cedar River or Long Run Lake areas, and each of them was at least an hour’s drive from the Dart Creek Station. 

His thoughts turned to the survival course that he and Twobars were planning as the truck set off along the farm track. It meant that he would have to drive in to Harding soon for supplies. Ammunition and fuel were the most important items, and then a few groceries. They had enough deer in the freezer for a barbecue every night if it stayed dry, and this was the dry season so he didn’t anticipate any problems there.

Olway didn’t particularly like driving into Harding for supplies, but it was a place where he could trust the people he dealt with. It was also time to see how sales had been going at the general store. He turned deer meat into jerky as a sideline, and sold it through the store. It was illegal to sell jerky without being registered as a home processor but the owner, March Taylor, looked after him. It never amounted to much – pin money really – but it got him by when there was nothing else.

There was a client booked for the week after the survival course though, and that would pay for everything at the station for the rest of the year. It would even leave some money over that he could play with. The client would come in for the survival course this weekend, and get extra training as a sniper once the weekend was over. That was the time when Olway would prepare the client for the hunt. It took time, but it was worth it. That hundred thousand dollar payday couldn’t come soon enough.
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The Analyst waved a disheartened hand at the holographic base set up on his work bench, and the Senator tried to make sense of what he was saying. The numbers man had got Jamie, the head of the Senator’s research labs, to call the Senator down to the Analyst’s tiny lab this time. It wasn’t a good sign. In fact it was regressive behaviour, especially when the Analyst had been confident enough to call the Senator himself lately. Now he seemed beaten, and confused about the results he was getting.

“The n-numbers aren’t t-talking to me,” he said hesitantly, and the Senator got his first good look at the 3D projection above the holographic base. He didn’t recognise the area, but it had to be a sparsely-populated backwater somewhere in the country. It also had no more than a handful of the dots the Analyst used to signify a statistical deviancy. That is to say, one or more events that stood out from the background clutter of everyday life. The Senator noticed, too, that, the dots were all of one colour.

The Analyst only made a BCIS determination when an area was covered in dots, and they varied in colour depending on their source. He had set up systems that collated information from the police, hospitals, city or county councils, and any other archives in the area that he could get access to. The dots the Senator was seeing this time were few in number, and all red. Why, then, was the Analyst interested in them?

“Th-these are d-deaths,” said the Analyst, and went on to explain that in themselves they weren’t statistically significant. They pushed at the boundaries, but were nowhere near the ‘almost certain’ level that the Senator demanded. 

“The other i-information that m-might support a case isn’t th-there,” he said, “though th-that’s typical of sparsely p-populated areas,” and the Senator nodded.

“I-I’ve run a Poisson distribution for s-small sample size, but that d-didn’t confirm anything,” added the Analyst, and the Senator had no idea what he was talking about. A moment later the Analyst sat down on a lab stool, and motioned for the Senator to do the same.

“This is m-my gut feeling,” he said, and the Senator could see how much going on a hunch was costing him. Numbers were always truthful, while emotions were squirrelly, unreliable things. It was an attitude in keeping with the Analyst’s somewhat autistic nature, but the Senator had to admit that most people felt that emotions were unreliable at times.

“You d-don’t get zero deaths at a h-hiking site for decades, and then two within a few years, p-particularly when the same thing occurs across a number of s-sites at once. You also don’t g-get them concentrated in one p-part of the country like this,” he said. Then he seemed to struggle with something else.

“We w-waited at Coggins Point until we w-were sure,” he said, “and three p-people died in a pack house fire. Maybe th-this is the same. I can’t p-prove it, but I’m sure that s-something isn’t right.”

The Senator nodded as he realised what was going on.

The Analyst felt he had failed with the last case he had worked on, as if he should have been able to stop the Coggins Point fire somehow. 

The Senator had forced himself to accept that they couldn’t save everybody, and they couldn’t stop all of the bad things that happened to people, but the Analyst was taking the last case personally. He didn’t want to think that they were looking at another situation where lives might be lost if they didn’t act, and the Senator mulled over his options.

The reasons he waited until the analyst made a solid BCIS determination still remained the same. His teams could only step in on one case at a time, and they had to take the ones they were sure about. There was also the point that missions cost money, and putting teams in the field without a result drained resources. Lastly, the Analyst’s BCIS determinations didn’t come at regular intervals. Sometimes they bunched up, and sending a team onto a ‘maybe’ could stop the proper investigation of a ‘certain’ mission half way through.

Still, the Traveller was just coming off a rest period, and there were no other cases building towards a BCIS determination. It was also part of the Traveller’s psychological profile that he needed to be kept busy, and that was always at the back of the Senator’s mind. He was still thinking this through when the Analyst added something else.

“There’s a t-topographical analyst in the m-maths team at Coldwell University th-that I know,” he said, “and that’s wh-what this needs. The grouping around p-places on the hiking trails, and the grouping in the one g-geographical area needs analysing.” He went on to say that he didn’t have that sort of maths – Euler’s Theorem and its derivatives – but his friend Jeremy Matzinger would be able to crunch the numbers for them.

“I’ll send out the Coyote to look around,” said the Senator, lifting a warning finger as he saw the Analyst’s eyes light up. “Just in case your friend can tighten up the stats. It won’t hurt to get a feel for the area in case we have to go there. 

“What’s the nearest town?” he asked, and the Analyst had the information at his fingertips.

“Harding,” he said. “Population 820, and mostly a s-service centre for cr-cropping and dry stock.”

“Contact your friend,” said the Senator, “and tell him we want his thoughts on this as soon as possible. If he wants money then Jamie can authorise a moderate amount,” and the Analyst looked surprised.

“I should contact him?” he said, and the Senator slid off his lab stool to close the distance between them.

“Yes, you,” he said. “You know the man, and it will be a good experience for you, right?” The Analyst nodded slowly, and then smiled shyly.

“I’ll b-be in one of your t-teams next!” he said, and the Senator laughed outright. That was the spirit, and he rested a hand on the Analyst’s shoulder.

It was almost a week before the Analyst called the Senator down to his lab. His friend Jeremy had needed to consult with someone halfway around the world, apparently.

“Topographical a-analysis has increased the likelihood of f-foul play,” said the Analyst excitedly, and the Senator made his way to a lab stool. The Analyst was far too excited to think about social niceties like offering him a seat. It turned out – through some weird mathematics about area and boundaries that the Senator had no hope of understanding – that the hiker groupings were very significant indeed.

“Also I m-missed the significance of one f-factor,” said the Analyst, looking rather ashamed. The Senator let it pass. The Analyst was too hard on himself, but his confidence was slowly improving.

“The hikers w-were heavily weighted towards the y-young and fit,” said the Analyst, and the Senator grasped the significance of that immediately. You would expect people who had accidents on hiker trails to be older, and less fit. It was just on average, and there were some very fit and very experienced older hikers out there, but it should have been factored in. The most surprising statistic so far was that none of the bodies had ever been found, and if that wasn’t suspicious then the Senator didn’t know what was.

“We’re still still sh-short of a BCIS result,” said the Analyst, “but w-with Jeremy’s work,” and he tailed off. It was in a different discipline, but the topographical analysis must increase the probabilities further.

“The Coyote has been nosing around for three days now,” said the Senator, “and hasn’t found anything unusual so far. Some mildly illegal business activity, but that’s to be expected in a small town.

“An organised killer, or killers, would be very careful to cover their tracks, though,” he added thoughtfully, and the Analyst nodded quickly. No work had come up for the Traveller during the week either, and the Senator had received a call from him just the day before, asking when he might get back to work again.

“All right, we’ll do it,” he said, and the Analyst’s face showed a dozen different emotions at once, most of them to do with excitement and satisfaction. But it didn’t end there. The Analyst knowing that another mission was underway had its own consequences, and the Senator found himself talking to the Librarian later that afternoon. The Analyst must have rung her immediately, but the Librarian would have waited a few hours. She was old school, and she didn’t want to be too obvious. 

“I’m sorry, Isobel,” said the Senator, “but Harding is too small to have a library, and the next town is an hour’s drive away. It does have a branch library from one of the bigger towns further over, but the Analyst has done a deep dive on it, and there’s nothing he can’t get by trawling the county archives and police records.”

“But I like to keep busy,” said the Librarian, disappointed, and the Senator nodded to himself. She was almost as bad as the Traveller when it came to amusing herself. In fact the two of them seemed incapable of it, but it was part of a leader’s job to know about their troops. There was something the Senator knew he would need her for soon, so he slotted Isobel into that project.

“I want you to go down to Gabriel’s Gully,” he said. “It’s one of the old gold mining areas south of us. The Analyst has been following some strange financial dealings and unexpected deaths in the area, but the numbers aren’t there yet for us to be certain.

“There’s definitely something odd going on, and you might be the one to dig up what we need,” he finished. He couldn’t miss the excitement in the Librarian’s voice as she accepted the new work.

“Perfect!” she beamed. “I’ve always wanted to take a look at that area. There will be a ton of historical records to go through, but I won’t stop until I find something we can use!” and the Senator smiled to himself. It was like turning loose a highly trained hunting dog, with its tail all a-quiver. If there was anything in the records at Gabriel’s Gully about the recent deaths, she would find it.

“If there are specialist items you need for your work,” he went on, “let our procurements person know as usual. The items will arrive with your new ID and credit cards at your home address in two day’s time. 

“You know the drill,” he finished, and wound up the call. There was another person he needed to contact before he called the Traveller, and he didn’t know how that would go. If there was trouble in Harding the Traveller might need back up, but the Chief was still busy on a previous case.

He, and a team the Chief had assembled, were damping down hot spots after the Traveller eliminated Marichio Stevens, a gangland boss in one of the country’s industrial heartlands. The Chief had needed to step firmly on a number of gangland wannabees who were trying to step into the boss’s shoes. 

“What’s the sitrep, Hammer?” he asked, once the call had gone through, and listened to the Chief list a number of incidents that had, fortunately, led to no more than bruises for local thugs, associated with brief periods of unconsciousness. Hammer confirmed that the area was definitely settling down, and the local police had been contacted – through very unofficial channels – to run more patrols in the area, and make sure the Armed Offenders Squad was seen regularly there.

“I might need you somewhere else soon, on call for the Traveller,” continued the Senator, “but we don’t want to leave Stevens’ patch to flare up again,” and the Chief agreed.

“I might have a solution for that,” he said, and went on to suggest that his 2IC, Victor, take over for the mopping up part of the operation.

“I’ve used him several times now, and the operatives he recruits for me have always been first-class,” said the Chief. “They’re usually ex military, and they’ve all had excellent skill sets. His judgement is good too. He seems to know intuitively when to talk the situation down, and when to move from easy-going to lethal in a heartbeat.

“Would he be happy with paid assignments and no permanent position?” asked the Senator, and the Chief laughed.

“You pay well for this line of work, and these guys don’t need much. If they had other work they would drop it to come and work for me anyway,” he said. “The work is that interesting,” and the Senator took the comment on board. The organisation’s team of permanent staffers had been stable for some time, but Hammer was making a good case for promoting Victor to a more important role. The Chief had been stretched thin on some previous occasions, so there was a need.

“None of us want to see the Traveller go in to bat without every bit of support he might need,” added the Chief soberly, and the Senator acknowledged that. He might have brought the crime-fighting organisation together, and he might pay the people in it, but everything they did revolved around the Traveller. That was for a number of practical reasons, but it was also because there was something about him.

His humility endeared him, and no one else in the organisation could locate and eliminate killers like he could. Then there was his closeness to Dr Nair, and the almost supernatural skills the Traveller had that those two had built up between them. Yes, the Senator didn’t want to see the Traveller at work without every bit of support he might need either.

“Go through what’s needed with Victor,” he said, “and grill him on what he thinks. I want to know that he’s confident, and is not going to let us down.

“The Traveller shouldn’t need any back up while he’s setting up in Harding, so you’ve got a few days before you might be needed. Get back to me when you’ve finished with Victor,” and he got an affirmative on that. There a few more details to sort out, and then the Senator ended the call. Now that everything was in place, he would call the Traveller.

“Still got nothing to do?” he asked, and heard the man’s breath quicken.

“Yeah? What y’got?” said the Senator’s foot soldier, speaking quickly, and the Senator almost laughed. It had been the same with the Librarian, and he almost pretended that he hadn’t found a mission for him, but he wasn’t sure that the Traveller did teasing very well.

“Harding,” he said. “Six suspicious deaths in three years, and none of the bodies have been recovered.” He heard the Traveller’s intake of breath at the thought that none of the bodies had been recovered. It was highly unusual.

“I have to warn you that we don’t have a BCIS determination yet, but we’re close,” he went on. “This is a poor farming and cropping area, so whatever is happening isn’t leaving much of a footprint,” and the Traveller said that he understood.

“A maths friend of the Analyst says that a topographical analysis of the data is significant at the Analyst’s definition of certainty,” said the Senator, and the Traveller didn’t ask him what that meant. What he heard instead, beneath the words, was that the extra proof pushed the case over the line into a ‘go’ position, and that was enough for him.

“Coyote on the job?” he asked.

“Four days,” said the Senator.

“ID?” asked the Traveller.

“On its way, pick it up in Harding,” said the Senator. Using a courier like that saved a day or two while the Traveller was driving across country.

“Anything else?” asked the Traveller, and the Senator said that there wasn’t.

“But you go careful now,” admonished the Senator, “and come back in one piece.”

“Appreciate it,” said the Traveller, and the line went dead.

We’re going to do some good, and we’re going to do it real soon, mused the Senator, as he leaned back in his chair. It was always something special when he put a team in the field.
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Chapter 3
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The slightly-built man who was currently known as Dean Simmons – if anyone should ask – watched a large, colourful sign slide past his double cab Toyota Hilux. It read Pike’s Peak, population 7700, a town most likely named after one of the mountains he was passing through – though they were no more than a series of ranges to the Traveller. As he crested yet another hill he could see the township in the valley below him, and decided to stop for an early lunch.  He needed to take a break from the winding two-lane highway he had been following for several hours now.

Ever since he entered what was generally known as the Central Plateau Wilderness the population centres had grown smaller. His next stop was two hours away, in an even smaller place called Campton that had a population of 2300. There were things to do in Campton, and it was there that ‘Dean Simmons’ would pick up the trail the Coyote had laid down for him.

Pike’s Peak had several lunch rooms, and the Traveller stopped at one that boasted ‘Ma Bailey’s home cooking.’ The soup and sourdough bread from the menu was excellent, though the Traveller turned down some of Ma Bailey’s peach cobbler. Even though it had home-made flaky pastry, according to the waitress. 

One of the few things he knew about cooking was that a whole lot of work went into kneading and folding flaky pastry, and he had a vague recollection that it had to be kept cold throughout. Unfortunately, he was back on an active case, and couldn’t afford to get overweight and sluggish. His life might depend on it sometime very soon. As if to remind himself of the need to stay fit the Traveller did a fast walk around the central part of the town after his lunch. Then he got back on the road. 

It was overcast, and looking to rain, when the Hilux cruised into Campton. It was starting to spit by the time the Traveller turned into the drive of number 23 Middle Creek Road. A burly, shaggy-headed man in working clothes turned up at the back door as he braked to a stop. He would have been attracted by the sound of the Hilux’s motor as the Traveller parked it on a turnaround at the back of the section. 

“Hi there, Max, it’s Dean!” shouted the Traveller, as he opened the driver’s door. The first really big drops started to pelt down as he ran for the back porch of the house, and the man he had called Max opened the door wide to let him in.

“Hurry up, man, we can’t leave you out in this!” shouted Max, and The Traveller found himself in a warm kitchen with a statuesque woman who was rising from a seat by the kitchen table. She smiled broadly, and told him to sit down while she put the kettle on. When he had taken a place at the table it was a time for introductions.

Max offered his hand as he introduced himself, and his wife, and the Traveller made a snap decision to accept the friendly gesture. He always had an excuse ready so he could say no – he had damaged his hand and it hadn’t healed properly yet, for instance – but Max didn’t appear to have too much sadness in his past. Though he could never be sure.

As his hand closed around Max’s the Traveller saw that the couple had been blessed with three children, now fully grown, until one had died in a caving accident. It should have left deep scars, but there was something innately forgiving about Max, and the scars had not happened. The marriage had made a full recovery too, and the family had been restored to something like its previous level of emotional well being. 

It was a happy ending, something that was not always the case in life, and the Traveller understood why the Coyote had spent so much time with this couple. It had taken him a while to learn that the Coyote operated very much on instinct, and at first the Traveller had wondered what his purpose was in the team that was sent out on missions. Then the Senator had explained it to him, and he remembered the words clearly.

“Every story of a hero in recorded history, or a heroine for that matter, has a trickster figure in it
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