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Dedication

 


Liza A. Vinson





Prologue

 


Mid-Summer, 1882

Wyoming Territory

 


As swirling plumes of smoke began a rapid
descent downward within the room's
confined space, the man dug frantically through the opened drawers
of a large oak desk. Over the sound of his own grunts of
desperation, he noted the outer regions of the cabin walls had seen
human screams gradually replaced by decidedly inhuman growls, a
rather garish trend that served to fuel his frenzied search.

"Ma-major! Major
Hawkes!" a shrill voice rang out just as
the office door flung open to allow access to a fresh wave of
blackish fog. It was a young private whose name the major was
unable to immediately produce, his face as beet red as his
carrot-top shaded noggin. Bug-eyed and convulsing, the private
appeared every ounce the frightened teenager he most certainly
was.

"The-they've broken over the
wa-wall, s-sir, an-and we're-the m-men I
m-mean, a-are…"

"The men are what,
Private? My god, spit it out, boy! This is certainly no time
to develop the stutters!" Hawkes shouted
angrily, instantly regretting the act but utterly powerless to
control the slowly building rage behind it.

"The-they…we're out of…almost out of
ammo, s-sir! W-Watkins, Butler an-and Sergeant Weems…he's-they're g-gone, sir," the private
cried between coughs while crouching to the floor with his sidearm
tucked to his chest, "t-they've dug 'neath the south wall
and the fi-fires are spreading."

"Well, son, Weems
tossing those lamps into the cabin walls wasn't the brightest move I've
witnessed in terms of combat effectiveness," Hawkes berated, flinging a handful of assorted forms
and paper tablets airborne before giving the drawer of their origin
a similar toss against a nearby wall and thus shattering it into
strips of jagged kindling.

"I'm distressed to announce a rather upsetting lack of
ammunition myself."

Laying his forty-four Colt atop the desk amid
wildly scattered papers, Hawkes inhaled deeply while running
splayed fingers though his sweat-saturated, gray-tinted coif and
coughed forcefully to exhale.

"Looks as though
we'll have to adapt to survive then, boy,
now doesn't it?"
he continued, stepping over to retrieve a sheathed sword from the
hook attaching it to a nearby bookcase, "many a red savage have I sliced into submission with
this trusty carbon-steel blade."

"I-it
ain't the injuns that took 'em, s-sir."

Falling to one knee directly in front of his
whimpering subordinate, the senior officer reached over with both
hands and obtained a firm grip atop trembling shoulders.

"Man or beast,
Private? Private Sullivan isn't
it?"

The young man nodded feverishly.

"Well, man or beast,
Sullivan, the blade shows no prejudice, nor does its
user."

"How c-can this be,
sir? I mean, I ain't never s-seen the
likes."

"Quiet,
private," the major commanded sternly,
tilting his head slightly to the right.

Gradually engulfed in a swirling fog despite
the close proximity to the hardwood flooring, man and man-boy sat
wordlessly, sharing a moment in stark, unrelenting terror that
showed no favoritism in terms of rank or combat experience. The
brief respite, though mere seconds in duration, was sufficient to
note all human cries outside the cabin walls had halted in favor of
a sudden barrage of blood-curdling howls—canine shrieks delivered
in almost perfect unison that fell eerily silent in the same abrupt
manner.

"Oh, sh-sheeeeet,
s-sir. What a-are w-we gon-gonna do?" the
private had whispered between muffled coughs as he'd tucked the back of a hand against his lips in a
fruitless attempt to mute.

After coughing into the crock of his bare
elbow, Major Henry 'The Hammer' Hawkes, renowned as much for his excessively dour
demeanor as a battlefield fearlessness that had overseen countless
victories, stood stiffly with his trusty blade held defensively at
chest level.

"Private Sullivan,
on your way in, did you secure the front door to this
cabin?"

The young man's
bottom lip quivered uncontrollably even as his brow creased in
thought. Tears streamed down both freckled cheeks as he strained
mightily for the correct response.

"I'm n-not...su-sure, sir. I was, well,
kinda…pa-panicked," he finally blurted, staring down at the pistol in
his left hand as if it were some strange, unrecognizable artifact,
"I t-think I booted her shut, but the roof
is…burn-on fire, sir. We can't stay. Once the sergeant tossed...and the lamps
exploded like they did, I, um…"

The major bristled at the mere mention.

"Understood,
Sullivan. Damn Weems and his panic attacks. Idiot must've decided dying by fire would be preferable to the
alternative you and I now face. Dwelling upon it at this moment,
the sergeant might well have had something there."

From the front room came the unmistakable
sound of shattered glass, followed by a series of shuffling sounds
and a chorus of low, guttural growls.

"Ah, thick oaken
doors mean little when there are flimsy plate windows
present," Hawkes replied at full volume,
stepping past the cowering man-child and fronting the office door
in a defensive side-pose. "Private, I have
a dreadful feeling the subject of a proper escape route is going to
be woefully moot any moment now."

"Sir?" the private sobbed as a flurry of frenzied
scratching and thumping ensued from the other side of the door from
which the words 'Officer in
Charge-Captain Lance Boles' had been
so expertly etched.

"You need to procure
a weapon, Private," Hawkes remarked
calmly, having casually loosened the top two buttons of his dark
blue frock, "any weapon will
do."

Utterly speechless with fear, the private
checked the chambers of his pistol with shaky hands and found two
bullets still tucked neatly inside. He re-secured the cylinder just
as the lower portion of the door fractured, birthing a tight-lipped
grin of begrudging respect from his commanding officer.

"Take a moment to
pray to your maker, son," he announced as
the door creased dramatically at the center, "as I am about to do."

As to comply with a final verbal order, the
young private briefly bowed his head before joining his superior in
watching their surviving barricade being systematically pulled
apart from the bottom up. Aiming the pistol at the fast-spreading
chasm and overcome by an abrupt wave of calm, his gun-hand no
longer shook.

Just as the door folded in on itself and a
shapeless, grayish blur shot forth from the ample space provided,
the two men, separated by over three decades in age and a world
apart in rank, spat out almost precisely the same shrill,
panic-stricken curse.

 


~ * ~

 


The old man leaned over and tossed a handful
of recently obtained kindling into the fire before returning to his
personal pile of blankets to practically collapse onto his bony
knees. Reaching near the base of the flames, he retrieved a tin cup
and sipped cautiously from its steaming innards. Engulfed by the
deafening silence of the desert night, he leaned back and sighed
heavily, studying the mild tremor of his non-drinking hand. Peering
over, he focused on the blanket pile to his right and its faint up
and down movement and felt a pang of jealousy. Still, there was
little doubt she had earned such a sound slumber. Thinking back,
throughout numerous such rituals performed over six decades,
he'd never witnessed such
intensity…such rage. Nearing year ninety
and she possessed the inner strength and outer grit of a woman
sixty years her junior. He could only imagine such colossal
strain-the physical and mental anguish involved. As if resurrecting
the souls of the recently deceased wasn't
draining enough, the added weight of safeguarding them for passage
and ultimately, transference. No doubt she cradled the tiny leather
pouch to her bony bosom, providing bodily warmth like a protective
parent.

With luck, his youngest grandchild would
catch up to them by morning, and the hard day's ride that would follow would find them hot on the
heel-spurs of those they sought. As dusk fell and slumber ensued,
she would then infiltrate their camp to complete the deed.
Personally, he'd never felt so aged-so
powerless-no doubt the same feelings of usefulness and inadequacy
his forefathers had suffered before him. Historically, the men of
the clan had always played the role of planner and ultimately
escort to the women who wielded the power to set said plan in
action. In this case, the woman in question had cast her wares with
an intensity he'd never before
witnessed—her frail frame convulsing with unrestrained rage during
execution and subsequently collapsing upon the act's conclusion. Accustomed as he was in witnessing past
rituals, he'd never felt such a jolt of
unease at the raw anger on display.

That said, the reasons for such anger had
never before been as justified. Grinning from between dried,
slug-like lips, he couldn't help but in
some way pity those targeted for retribution. They had no inkling,
no conception whatsoever, he mused with a renewed twinkle in his
sagging eyes, the hell on earth soon to come.


One

The Way West

 


November 1882

 


First Lieutenant Drew Barron despised being
hailed a hero. It was, in his rather staid opinion, one of the more
overrated of words, oft used to describe individuals whose acts
fell woefully short of such praise. Recently (and quite
inexplicably) reassigned to Fort Lagrange, he was considered a true
golden boy; a sharp, battle-tested 'can't miss' young officer whose potential for promotion was
unlimited. Recent events, wherein the hero label had been so firmly
bestowed, had done nothing to tarnish said image.

Blessed with chiseled good looks, a slim,
muscular frame, and the deep, rugged voice of a born politician,
the twenty-eight year old had joined the Calvary mere months after
graduating the top of his class from the University of
Pennsylvania. Taking a cue from his father Drew Senior, a lifelong
Army officer, he'd earmarked the first few
years following the award of a degree in business to earning an
officer's commission and an altogether
different learning curve—that being the fine art of leading men
into battle.

Roughly twenty-six months, two battalion
assignments and universally positive reviews from past superiors
later, he'd arrived at Fort Lagrange a bit
befuddled but excited nonetheless, hoping for an initial shot at a
solo command. Natural jitters aside, he embraced the opportunity
with the realization it was nothing more than the first in a series
of career stepping stones, the gist of which he planned on
fine-tuning for a life far removed from that of a Calvary officer.
Be it politics (his father's fondest wish)
or independent business, Drew Barron the Second could always fall
back on his many military experiences when and if the situation
dictated. All that said, the bitter disappointment and
disillusionment he'd felt upon being
informed that his initial tasking as unit CO was of Post Supply was
indeed palpable. He'd hoped for an
infantry patrol or at the very least, Post security. Additionally,
there lingered a bizarre cloud drifting over his subconscious; an
itchiness at the base of his skull of something unfinished;
unresolved, a deep, bothersome gnawing that had begun at the very
moment he'd arrived on station.

As fate would have it, less than one week
into this new assignment-barely time to properly store his gear and
familiarize himself with the Post's inner
workings—he was summoned to the Post CO's
office and awarded what was initially thought to be nothing more
than a brief, temporary trek into the mundane. If nothing else,
he'd hoped while standing outside the
CO's door with a white-gloved posed to
knock, it would have to be preferable to inventorying boots and
counting ammo. Ah, hindsight, however pathetically
misguided.

 


~ * ~

 


If Drew Barron was the portrait of potential,
Colonel Jeremy Winslow was the picture of potential unfulfilled. At
age forty-six, pudgy and balding, the man deemed by subordinates as
'the man who would not be
General,' Winslow came off as
perpetually constipated and was rarely if ever seen without his
trademark scowl, usually worn while chewing on the soggy end of a
cheap cigar. Eight years a Colonel, he'd
been the Fort's lead officer for just over
two years, and was rumored to be nearing retirement. Upon their
initial greeting, the Colonel had hardly seen fit to make eye
contact with his newly arrived junior officer, grunting and
scoffing his way through an in-processing session that had lasted
less than five full minutes. How different then their second
meeting, wherein Winslow's eyes held a
bright, drunken glint, the Colonel practically beaming as Barron
flashed a crispy salute his way.

"Greetings,
Lieutenant, you're looking meticulous as
always. Ah yes, the picture of regulation. I would expect nothing
less from a young man of your ilk,"
he'd blurted cheerily while tossing forth
a loosely executed return salutation.

"Um, thank you, sir.
You wished to see me?"

Reaching into a top middle drawer of the
massive, slickly waxed desk, the Colonel retrieved a well-chewed
stogie and, after carefully picking off and tossing away several
small fragments from each end, positioned it casually at the left
corner of his mouth.

"Yes, yes, indeed. I
realize you've practically just arrived on
post, but a situation has arisen and I'm
afraid I've no alternative but call on you
to help, well, rectify."

In taking in his superior's unshaven chin, badly crinkled topcoat littered with
assorted spatters and the uneven buttoning of the uniform shirt
beneath, Barron felt a twinge of disgust he'd only been able to cloak by focusing solely on the
older man's comically baggy eyes and
double-chin.

"Well sir,
you've certainly piqued my
interest."

"Don't over-expect, Lieutenant. I'm afraid it's nothing that
extravagant. I mean, certainly not befitting someone of your combat
reputation."

Positioned at parade-rest, Barron's shoulders naturally drooped a bit in response.

"Be that as it may,
sir, I must confess to inviting any respite you can offer from my
current duties."

"Finding supply a
bit tedious, I take it?" the Colonel
queried while shuffling assorted papers from one side of the
gargantuan desk to another.

"It's a bit on the monotonous side, sir. I openly invite
any change in pace I can get."

"Well, what I offer
is indeed that," Winslow replied, the
stogie bobbing loosely from his lower lip as if surgically
attached, "if nothing else. Um, tell me
Drew…"

"Sir?" the junior officer replied with raised brows.

"…that is, if you are so inclined to share,
I'm very curious as what did or did not
actually take place on that faraway prairie last summer?
I've heard some wild scuttlebutt, but
then, we both know such tales grow larger with the passing of
time."

Clearing his throat, Barron purposely avoided
eye contact in fear of viewing the sour smirk most likely on
display at the opposite end of the desk.

"If you
don't mind, Colonel, it's a subject I'd rather not
broach. Suffice to say, my accomplishments that day have been
somewhat…overblown."

The Colonel snorted indifferently before
reaching up with an extended pinky and digging into his left
nostril.

"Yes, well, I
thought as much. No single man is capable of such feats except in
the fertile mind of a pulp novelist."

Barron nodded silently, strangely mesmerized
by the inert sloppiness of the man deemed his superior, whose sour
body odor and rancid breath filled his flaring nostrils.

"Please
then," the Colonel continued, motioning to
a high-back chair facing his desk, "have a
seat, Lieutenant, and allow me to draw it up for you."

He did so as Winslow unfolded an obviously
well-worn land map that was nearly as crinkled as his uniform.

"You know of Fort
Drake, Lieutenant?"

Barron felt an abrupt tingling sensation at
the tip of his scalp at the mere mention—squinting and titling his
head dramatically to the right as if to read the yellowed
diagram.

"Yes sir. Southern
corner of the territory, isn't it? Almost
to the Utah border."

"Precisely," Winslow replied,
flipping the map around before leaning back with both hands resting
at the back of his balding dome, "constructed just over four years ago, once the
Carrissa Mine was drawing maximum crowds and the miners needed
protecting. Also served as a resupply depot for troops riding
between here and Fort Jacobs."

Gently running a fingertip across the
map's lower portion, Barron held his
breath in order to avoid the building rank emanating from his
superior officer.

"Yes
sir?"

"Received the order
from command in late July to shut 'er
down. Seems the mine had gone bone dry and most of the settlers
were moving out of South Pass City."

"Understood," Barron nodded,
leaning back with a fist tucked tightly against his cleanly shaven
chin. The tingling sensation had, by then, faded to a mild
irritation on the verge of extinction.

"Well, plan was to
clear it out by mid-September as to avoid the heavier snows. Sent
out a wagon and handful of troops on August twenty-one to assist in
the move and haul leftover supplies back here. I mean, barring
hazardous weather we're only talking about
a two to three week ride at the very most."

"Hostiles?"

"Some rogue Arapaho
and Comanche tribes roaming about...the majority relocated north
once the Fort was fully established."

"That's over two months, sir."
Barron stated with a severely creased brow while reaching over to
take the map in both hands.

The Colonel openly scoffed.

"I can count,
Lieutenant."

"Yes, sir, um,
telegraph capability?"

"Well, they sent a
wire from Green River around day five, so we know they got that
far. South Pass City is a six, seven day haul from there, and the
Pass is the nearest township to the fort. A half day's ride, I'd say. Sent daily
telegraphs for the past month without response. Of course, with the
mine closing up shop, the telegraph office might've soon followed."

Carefully placing the spread map back atop
the Colonel's desk, Barron glanced out a
nearby window at a passing trio of troops, each comically slumped
as they toted matching duffels atop their shoulders.

"I assume additional
riders were dispatched."

Yet another scoff, this particular effort
resulting in the well-chewed stogie dropping from his lip and
landing with a wet plop on the mishmash of forms scattered across
the desktop.

"How astute of you
to assume the commander of this Fort is not a complete
imbecile."

Clearing his throat, Barron smiled slyly
before making eye contact with his superior, whose own grim
expression displayed nary a tint of matching good humor, the
initial gleam long since dulled.

"Sorry, sir. I
didn't mean to imply anything of the
sort."

"Don't let the ragged appearance fool you," Winslow barked, rolling his high-back leather chair
back until it smacked a back wall, revealing badly worn uniform
pants riddled with various stains and black boots so dull they
appeared dirty brown. Worse, his uniform shirt had been unbuttoned
from the bottom up as to allow his ample gut much-needed breathing
room, "Forty-six months ago I was as
neatly pressed and spit-shined as yourself, my boy."

"Sir, again, my
sincere apologies. I, um, well, it wasn't
my intent, that is, well...," Barron
stammered, forced to pinch his own thigh to prevent an
uncontrollable giggling fit at the sight of the man's tubby, fish-belly white midsection protruding
out.

"Yes, Lieutenant
Barron, I did indeed send out a rider. Two of Fort
Lagrange's finest young
Corporal's as a matter of fact…exactly twenty-seven days ago today. Again, got a
wire from Green River and haven't heard a
damn thing since."

"I see, sir. Again,
my apologies."

Scooting his chair forward, the Colonel
folded his arms across his chest and exhaled noisily.

"Accepted, my boy.
It's just that,"
he paused to run both hands across the length and width of his
mostly hairless dome, "General Coarsey is
fit to be tied about the delay, and of course you understand manure
does indeed roll downward from such a lofty perch. I
don't, um, didn't
mean to place you in the sloping pathway."

Barron shrugged good-naturedly, crossing his
legs and reaching down to wipe a faint smudge from a highly glossed
boot-tip.

"That's fine, sir. I do understand your
predicament."

"Which brings me to
why I've called on you this fine morning,
Drew," Winslow began, pausing to resituate
the horribly gnawed cigar into the right corner of his mouth,
several mushy layers remaining plastered to the desktop.

"So, when do I
depart, Colonel?" Barron interposed with a
slight bow of the head.

"As soon as you and
the rest of the traveling party can pack up the needed gear,
Lieutenant."

Barron cocked a brow.

"Traveling party,
sir? How many men are we speaking of?"

Barron marveled as the cigar seemed to
magically levitate to the left corner of the Colonel's mouth just a blink ahead of the forthcoming
reply.

"Two troops and a
guide."

"Understood. If you
don't mind my asking sir, is the guide
really necessary? I'm a pretty fair reader
of maps."

Bristling a bit at his own line of
questioning, Barron was relieved at Winslow's uncharacteristically blasé
reaction.

"Not questioning
your tracking skills, Drew. It's just,
well, there have been some reports of renegades hawking the main
trail, and from what I hear, Jake O'Leary
knows a slew of alternate routes to help you avoid any nasty
surprises. Wish like hell I'd seen fit to
provide Major Hawkes the same convenience."

Nodding, Barron peered through the window to
view yet another trio of young private's
waddle by with duffels intact. Upon returning his gaze back to the
Colonel, he noted his superior's line of
sight focused on the flurry of bluecoats crisscrossing the
compound.

"Besides, if nothing
else this provides you with an extra gun hand. Wish I could assign
another body or two, but as you can plainly see from all the
walking traffic, we've got a sizeable
troop movement afoot. Reported Crow uprisings from the North and
South of the Flaming Gorge."

"Not a problem, sir.
Upon arrival at the fort, what are my instructions?"

"First off, wire me
from Green River, and before arrival at the
fort," the Colonel responded with a
forefinger lifted airborne, "have
O'Leary ride ahead to ensure safe passage.
If the Fort Drake has somehow fallen or is under capture, I can ill
afford to lose yet another scouting party to the same
enemy."

The two re-locked eyes and nodded in nearly
perfect synchronization.

"But of course.
I'll let caution be the
byword."

"Indeed. If there is
trouble afoot, ride into South Pass and send off a telegram if
possible, and a proper force will be formed to retake the
grounds—Green River is your alternate.

"If you do find the
fort accessible, evaluate the situation and salvage as many men and
supplies as is feasible. Either way, find a way to get me a
message, Lieutenant."

"Understood,
sir," Barron said with an instinctive
jutting out of the jaw and puffing of the chest, "I appreciate your confidence."

"I'm counting on you, Drew,"
Winslow responded with a pained grimace, "as I am fast running out of line officers in this
matter. One more negative report from this desk and General Coarsey
is liable to demote me about four pay-grades before tossing my
oversized ass on the nearest mule to check it out
myself."

Flashing a toothy smile, Barron swallowed the
hearty laugh that would have surely followed save the grave
expression of his superior.

"Not to worry,
Colonel. I won't let you down."

"Glad to hear it.
I'll have the orders cut post-haste.
Meantime, pack up full winter gear for you and Sergeant Tanner and
have the livery prep two of our finest horses and the stoutest
pack-mule in the stable. I'm fairly
certain O'Leary is suitably prepared for
such a trek. Men of such ilk normally are."

"Sergeant Tanner,
sir?" Barron inquired with a raised brow,
faintly familiar with the name but utterly befuddled as to exactly
why.

"Yes, Abel Tanner.
By all accounts a reliable non-com. Ornery as a pissed off Jackass
but one hell of a scraper," the Colonel
stuttered, looking suddenly distracted as he began reexamining the
assorted forms strewn about his desktop, "you'll need to, um, see
Captain Jamison about procuring the sergeant's release. I've briefed
Jamison already."

"Release, sir? I
don't, um..,"

"Release,
Lieutenant," the Colonel said, seemingly
having already dismissed his youthful charge, "from the post brig."

To that, Lieutenant Drew Barron could only
swallow hard and nod amiably, despite a stout tingling sensation at
his midsection birthed from a sudden wave of dread.

 


~ * ~

 


"Stand at attention,
Sergeant Tanner, there's an officer
present," the corporal blared with a grin
while keying the cell door. The post brig held but three cells,
only one of which was presently occupied.

"Aw, why
don't you pucker up and smooch my butt
scars, Wilson?" the lone inmate croaked in
response, "better get those jollies in
while you can, being as I'll be
outrankin' you again as soon as my time is
up."

"Your time is
up, Sergeant," Barron chimed in, stepping
past the smiling two-striper and politely waiving him off just as
the door swung open.

"Huh?
Whozat?" came the warbling reply, its
originator lying on his back with a forearm cloaking his eyes.
Barron took an additional step forward and the smell of rotgut
whiskey slapped his nostrils with considerable force, along with
the accompanying, and possibly more offending, dual-scent of stale
urine and sour perspiration. Between his commanding officer and
recently assigned NCO, the lieutenant was beginning to wonder if
bad hygiene wasn't a post trait.

"I'm Lieutenant Barron, Sergeant. You've been assigned to me."

Following a short pause, during which time
the lieutenant thought his charge had nodded off, the man dropped
his arm to his side and yawned nosily before turning to face his
greeter. Draped in shadow, his facial features remained a mystery.
Colonel Winslow's brief description of the
man, referred to by the men as Animal Abel Tanner, was that
of a rough, gruff, two-fisted sort with a penchant for the bottle
and brawling, though not necessarily in that order.

"Assigned for what
exactly, LT? You bein' punished too, I
take it. Well, don't fret it, sir. Latrine
duty ain't all that bad once you get used
to the smell. Only been on post a short spell myself and already
pulled it twice."

Standing with his spotless Stetson tucked
between white-gloved hands, Barron's lips
parted for a reply fated never to be.

"Same principle for
the stables, though personally if I do have to sniff ass-droppings,
I surely prefer horses to folks."

"Sergeant,
that's not..."

"Long as it
ain't peelin'
taters and carrots in twelve-hour shifts with that manic Griggs. I
swear, I can stomach just about anything, sir, but
watchin' the post's main cook pick nose-nuggets outta both nostrils
over a boiling vat of soup is enough to melt a man's eyebrows…"

"Sergeant, if
you'll just give me a mo—"

"...nasty
som'bitch farts like a sick mule. Kitchen
smells like a fresh cow paddy—"

"Sergeant Tanner,
please hush."

"…yeah, sweepin' out puke and
emptyin' crap-barrels can't hold a moldy candle to workin' elbow to elbow with that rancid old
coot."

"Tanner! Good god,
man, shut up!"

The cot squeaked loudly, though hardly
strident enough to drum out the loud clearing of the
man's throat as he sat up and spat into a
far corner.

"Yes, sir,
Lieutenant Barlow, sir, consider it closed."

"Barron, Sergeant.
Lieutenant Barron."

"Sorry, sir,
hearin' ain't
what it used to be. Least I got the rank right."

"Yes,
well," Barron said, pausing to clear his
own pipes while peering down at the sergeant's stocking feet, the left sporting a sizeable hole at
the heel, "this assignment has nothing to
do with latrines or stables. I'll need you
to, um, pack your trail gear and report to supply."

Backing up from the stout aroma of
reprocessed booze until his Surtout pressed cell bars, Barron
watched with no small amount of morbid fascination as Abel Tanner
pushed himself upward and stepped fully into the light.

Estimating the man's
height at a less than statuesque five-feet four or five, Barron
couldn't help but revel in the irony of
man nicknamed 'Animal' and reputed to be tough as nails could earn such a
reputation considering such obvious physical limitations.
Slim-framed almost to the point of skeletal save a round, pot gut
that most certainly was due to a fondness for alcohol-laced
beverages, Tanner hugged himself through horribly-stained
long-johns, the crouch of which hung open like a loose shutter. The
man's hair, coal-black and wavy, stood out
like warped quills while a similarly dark, bushy mustache pointed
in opposite directions at its tapered ends.

"Damned if my
goose-pimples don't have
goose-pimples," he said, openly shivering,
"considerable snow's comin'. Maybe ten, twelve
hours away, and you're hintin' at a trail ride, sir? Shit-cakes on a hot plate, my
butt sores ain't quite healed from my last
trail ride."

"Indeed, Sergeant.
I'll need you travel-ready in a matter of
hours. Are you, um, up to it?"

Stretching out each spindly arm, Tanner
regarded the young officer with a wide, twisted grin that revealed
several missing teeth both upper and lower plate.

"Aw hell, LT, two
cups of coffee and a buttered biscuit and I'll be kickin' like a pinched
mule."

"Good to hear,
Tanner," Barron said as Tanner retrieved
his uniform pants from a nearby hook and struggled mightily to
properly place the initial foot, "but make
it fast. I'll meet you at supply within
the hour."

Following a loud belch and yet another spat
into the same dark corner, Tanner pulled on a crumpled blue shirt
riddled with mud splotches.

"How long a trek we
talkin', LT?"

"I'll brief you further at the supply
building," Barron answered, turning to
depart the cell while waiving a hand in front of his nose to offset
the horrid stench of reprocessed booze fumes.

He heard Tanner spout a departing
'yes siree, Lieutenant
Blanton' while passing the on-duty
corporal on the way out, and waited to clear the front entrance
before rolling his eyes in dismay.

"A good, reliable
man," Barrow quipped in his best Colonel
Winslow voice, complete with accompanying scoff and phantom cigar
chewing, before dipping his chin and nodding in obvious disgust.
Despite the initial dose of revulsion, he felt a strange sense of
familiarity he could only attribute to a past acquaintance—possibly
even as far back as childhood. A loveable, drunken uncle
perhaps.

Walking briskly towards the nearest of three
barracks buildings while pausing periodically to salute a passing
troop, he held out strong hope for the next subordinate assigned to
his command to be of the more mundane variety.

 


~ * ~

 


The young Crow warrior, his chest, abdomen
and arms a map of deep, seeping gashes, leaned forward with his
forearms wrapped loosely around his steed's bloodied neck. His breathing was rapid, raspy. He
peered through blurry eyes into the pit of the valley, to the front
gate of the white-man's fort from which he
had so hastily departed mere moments before. A bright, billowy glow
of light from the fort's interior
illuminated the pitch darkness engulfing the surrounding prairie.
With his bear-pelts long since torn away, a light coating of
freshly fallen flakes coated his scalp, shoulders and upper back.
He was forced to wrestle with the squirming, panic-stricken animal
to keep it from sprinting away, thus sapping away what little
energy he still possessed.

A part of him yearned to ride back to the
fort in an attempt to rescue his brother from the evil inside, no
matter the blatant insanity of such an act—literally akin to
leaping chest first into the pointy end of a spear. He had, after
all, seen the things that had taken down his brother and five
fellow warriors—dispatching them from their horses in a grayish
blur.

They had come to retrieve the bodies of their
tribesman lost in the previous skirmish, riding in with torches
blazing, rifles aimed and tomahawks cocked to strike. What they had
found, partially buried beneath a light coating of snow, literally
froze them in their collective tracks upon nearing the eerily quiet
grounds from which not a single movement arose. There had been no
time to investigate the many horrors on display around them, much
less shake off their immediate effects, before finding themselves
under siege from an enemy so fast, so ferocious, so blatantly
fearless, that specifics of the attack were lost in a blur of
smoke, screams, and the coppery scent of death.

At some point amid the chaos, during which
time the young warrior had been bludgeoned to the ground and the
air torn from his lungs, the cries of his tribesmen had first
weakened then faded completely before he'd
somehow re-boarded his steed and fled into the night.

If nothing else, the pangs of guilt that
gripped his bleeding midsection kept him poised on that hilltop,
struggling to come to terms with the blatant cowardice that had
brought him there.

Between rapid, bleary blinks, the young
warrior believed he saw movement from the fort entrance, a shadow
darting into the waiting gloom. A wave of extreme dizziness ensued,
wherein he dreamed he had dismounted his steed via flight and
sailed like a vengeful hawk towards the damned grounds of his
tribesmen's demise. He awoke with a gasp,
rolling onto his back and blowing packed snow from each flaring
nostril. The length of his involuntary slumber was impossible to
gauge, though a clue of its duration could be found in the absence
of glow coming from the direction of the fort.

Groping in the dark, he found the handle of
his tomahawk and tucked it protectively to his numbed breastbone.
The silence was, like the blackness cloaking his sight,
all-engulfing; the normally persistent prairie winds conspicuously
absent. Briefly halting his own gruff breathing, he'd hoped to catch a hint of his steed milling about
but was greeted yet again by a deafening silence.

Moments later, standing shakily with the
weapon poised to strike from a reared-back right hand, his eyes
finally adjusted enough to spot a recognizable object take shape in
the far distance. Stumbling over with the overwhelming scent of
perforated gut thick in the frost-filled air, he soon found himself
treading atop the splayed innards of the stallion he'd broken in as his own some two winters past, a warm,
whitish vapor still rising from its mutilated midsection.

Kneeling, the young warrior placed a hand
atop the deceased animals muzzle and stroked lovingly, that is
until a faint crunching sound interceded. In a single, graceful
movement, he stood and whipped the tomahawk around in the direction
of the noise. Skidding on a slippery mix of packed snow and the
spilled fluids of the beast, he fell to one knee and froze, having
sucked in a deep breath during the motion and holding it upon
completion. Utter silence held court yet again, and the young
warrior exhaled with great relief.

He never heard nor felt the blow that tore
away his arm just above the right elbow, the severed hand of which
wind-milled while still gripping the tomahawk, nor was he aware of
even the slightest twinge of pain as a similar strike peeled away
the top portion of his scalp. With blood flowing down his face and
into his eyes in torrents, the young warrior released a weak cry
and collapsed atop the cooling corpse of his loyal palomino.
Following a short pause, as his life's
source drenched the virgin snow, there came in the far distance a
sudden chorus of baying, mournful shrieks.

 


~ * ~

 


"Private
Carlson?"

"Yessir?"

"Lieutenant Barron.
I take it you've been briefed of your
temporary reassignment?"

"Yessir, just
packing my gear."

Tall, gangly, rail-thin. These were the first
adjectives that came to mind when attempting to describe Private
Boone Carlson, although one other word shot instantly to mind upon
an initial viewing: plain. Red-haired, jug-eared, buck-toothed and
with a cannon-ball sized Adams apple protruding from his
toothpick-slender neck, the young man was the textbook definition
of homely.

According to Colonel Winslow, Carlson had
established himself as quite the sharpshooter, having already
recorded a trio of long-distance kills in his relatively short time
on post. Upon viewing the trooper's
baby-smooth cheeks and peering into his guileless eyes, it was
indeed hard to imagine the killer within.

"Excellent. Your
sergeant provided an itemized checklist?"
Barron inquired, pacing slowly down the center of rowed cots on
either side of the cramped barracks.

"Yessir. Three
canteens and a change of uniform. He said I'd need to get with you 'bout
additional cold-weather cover and of course whatever grub
we're storing for the trip." The private leaned over to pack a haphazardly folded
pair of long-johns into an already overstuffed duffel. The
gray-tinted sheet covering the young soldier's cot was riddled with dried stains of yellow tint,
and Barron couldn't help but wonder if he
had just been assigned a bed-wetter.

"We can walk over to
supply together, Private."

"How far to Fort
Drake, sir?"

"Weather and
hostiles permitting, I'm hoping ten days,
twelve at the outset."

Carlson paused, cupping a folded straight
razor that Barron couldn't help but think
didn't qualify as a necessity, nor the
accompanying sharpening strap.

"They got some kind
of problem there, sir? Truthfully, I hadn't been told squat about the mission
itself."

"I'll provide a briefing upon departure,
Carlson," Barron said stiffly,
"right now it's
all about making sure we're adequately
supplied."

"Yessir. Um, sir,
any idea how I was picked for this little excursion? I mean,
experience wise I'm still considered about
as green as your average gourd."

Peering around the drab, sparsely furnished
barracks, Barron nodded weakly.

"No more than why
I'm saddling up my own horse, Private.
Perhaps the Colonel intends to maintain a veteran's presence on post. Seems none of our group
qualify."

The young private regarded his newly assigned
superior with the wide-eyed glee of preteen hero-worship.

"Beg pardon, sir,
but why they snagged you to lead ain't no
mystery. I mean, we've all heard about
you."

Sighing heavily, Barrow whirled about on a
well-polished heel and strode purposely towards the exit.

"Don't believe everything you hear, Private. On second
thought, I'll make a quick run over to the
stables. Meet me at supply as soon as you're done here."

Regarding the departing officer with the
slumped shoulders and drooping expression of a scolded child, Boone
Carlson muttered an uninspired 'yessir' before refocusing on
the task at hand.

 


~ * ~

 


Having taken up position a dozen or so feet
behind his intended target, Barron cleared his throat noisily in
lieu of speaking. The man whose attention he hoped to garner gave
no indication of hearing, continuing instead to inspect saddle bags
tied to a pack mule whose warped frame appeared comically
overloaded with an array of similar packs.

Standing stiffly with crossed arms, the
lieutenant peered down at his mud-splashed boots and felt his ire
rise ever further. Upon nearing the main stables, he'd watched the man emerge with a saddled stallion and
the accompanying Jackass. They had locked eyes ever so briefly
before the man had turned away at almost the exact time Barron had
felt each boot submerge in a brownish pool of mud. There was, as
with the sergeant, a flash of familiarity that quickly passed.

In the moments that had expired since, the
lieutenant had struck a defiant pose while awaiting some form of
acknowledgment. He heard the man snort and watched him spat onto a
pile of nearby hay bales. Decked out in a light brown suede jacket,
light blue trousers, sharp-tipped preacher's boots and a faded brown Ringo that dipped horribly
at the brim, Barron had little doubt the man was his assigned
guide. Tall and large-framed, the man's
scraggly blonde hair flowed from beneath the hat in tangled
curls.

A slump-shouldered corporal passed between,
tossing Barron a weak salute with his free hand while leading a
sleek Morgan by the reigns. Backing up a step, Barron returned the
gesture before falling back into his previous stance. Once the
horse passed his line of sight, he noted the object of his building
vexation had turned about until the two stood like mirror
images.

"Lieutenant
Barron?" the man blurted with a slight
tilt of the head, the sagging brim almost completely cloaking his
eyes. His voice was haggard, stony—his tone comically weary, as if
he'd just recently concluded the tail end
of some hellish journey. The accent, mild but still noticeable, was
of obvious Irish decent.

"Correct. And you
are?" Barron replied curtly, stepping
forward with his arms still crossed over his Surtout. A vicious
gust ensued, forcing each man to reach up and secure their headgear
to prevent impending flight of same. Light flakes fell in sporadic
waves as the temperature began a gradual plummet.

"Jake O'Leary," the man croaked
wearily before turning to tie off the thoroughbred and offering the
many saddle bags adorning the mule's
sloped spine a final once-over.

An additional stride placed the pair mere
feet apart, with Barron cupping his gloved hands at the pit of his
back in full parade-rest mode.

"Alright,
O'Leary, I feel the need to get some
things straight before we begin this rather unexpected
partnership."

O'Leary stiffened,
wincing as if gripped by a sudden cramp before reaching up to
remove the Ringo—running splayed fingers through his mangled coif
and brushing lengthy blonde bangs away from each eye. Replacing his
hat and without the shaggy shroud, the lieutenant was allowed his
first clear glance at the whole of the man's face. With that, the remainder of
Barron's words choked off as he took an
involuntary step back.

"You say something,
Lieutenant? Afraid my right ear is about as useless as the
accompanying peeper. You'll have to yap at
my left side to get a reply."

Try as he might, Barron couldn't help but stare at the
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