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INTRODUCTION
There is a very good chance that you’ve never heard of Jason Liquori,
the author of this book and the person writing this introduction right
now. If you’re a fan of independent movies, I mean really independent,
low budget, hard to find stuff, then you might know some of my work.
Primarily I have written screenplays in the past and I hope that you’ll see
the influence of that visual writing style throughout the stories contained
on the following pages.
I usually produce and direct my own screenplays, so when my eye
was having trouble for a time, I fell behind. The ideas, stories,
characters and locations began to build up inside of my head. Since I
wasn’t bound to be able to shoot them any time soon, I didn’t form many
of these concepts into full scripts, but I wanted to get the ideas on paper
for future use. I thought about writing them out as full treatments, but
decided instead to write them out as short stories. It was a quick way to
develop the characters and plotlines without the idea of “how will we
afford to do that” hanging over me, as it often does with one of my
scripts. This gave me the freedom to let loose a bit.
My style of keeping things simple still stuck with me when it came to
not throwing too many characters into the mix and having the bulk of the
story take place in a few main locations. It was a formula I learned early
on from the old T.V. horror and sci-fi shows. Since the budgets were
often woefully low, they had restrictions to help keep things in check and
prevent a writer from getting too ambitious. I thought the formula would
work well to help keep me from getting over my head while writing the
short stories as well. I also think that the fewer characters involved with
a story, the stronger the dynamic between those characters is bound to
be.
There are five stories contained within in this book. Each is a
different length, but all of them were conceived as movie ideas. The
“Alien Vengeance” story was written more with the idea of being a short
film and its style is a bit unusual. I figured, if you’re going to selfpublish a book, might as well experiment a little. That is the point of
being independent in endeavors such as this, isn’t it? Without the money
of outside investors on the line you can risk trying new things that the
public may or may not embrace. I hope those of you that take a shot on
the book do enjoy it, but if not, there are four more, longer stories that
will likely fit your idea of storytelling better.
Three other stories, “Banker’s Hours”, “Night Crawl” and “The
Whole of Time”, are closer to each other in length and all contain some
kind of creature. “Banker’s Hours” and “Night Crawl” fall more into the
horror suspense genre while “The Whole of Time” is more of a sci-fi
adventure. I do like my monsters and I think the first three stories
mentioned here do a fair job of showcasing the beast or beasts involved.
“The Whole of Time” concentrates more on the characters and the

creatures aren’t so much monsters as they are just other players. In fact,
one or two of the humans would be considered far more monstrous than
the aliens in the story. All three of these tales were conceived as features
and would need some fleshing out to achieve that goal onscreen. The
characters and main points are there, but we run through them quickly
within the pages of the book. This is largely because, when I read, I like
things to happen quickly and keep moving, so I tend to write in the same
way.
The final story, “Off the Rails”, hits on another of my favorite genres,
the Western. I’m not sure when Westerns really took a hold of me again,
but lately I’ve been obsessed with them. Maybe it comes from “Back to
the Future III” mixing the genres of sci-fi and the Western in such a fun
way or maybe it’s because so many of the great old cowboy shows and
movies are available on cable now. Whatever the cause, I had to write a
Western, it had to have a train and it had to be packed with action and
suspense. What resulted is the longest story in this book and the one that
claimed the main title. Also conceived as a feature film, it is one I could
never hope to do justice with the budgets I’ve used in the past. Even the
highest budgeted movie I’ve ever directed, Stopped Dead, didn’t cost
nearly what I estimate crashing a train and being able to shoot around the
wreckage would set me back. Within the pages of a book, however,
those things merely cost some words. I had a lot of fun with this one,
but, unlike the others, I decided to leave the unearthly, cursed or mutated
creatures out of it. Our villains are a bit different, but not totally outside
of the realm of what most people consider reality. The story was
originally going to be about survivors trying to cross a desert while being
chased by zombies, but, like so many of my stories, once I started
writing it, the characters had different ideas. The first change I made
myself. The zombies, which would have been supernatural creatures,
became escaped lunatics. The rest of the major changes came from the
characters within the story.
Honestly, I wasn’t even sure who was going to be on the train when I
started writing. Early on, our main character, Sandra, steps into a
passenger car and looks around. As she spotted the other passengers for
the first time it was as if I was laying eyes on them for the first time as
well. It was a bit surreal. From then on, the characters nearly had “free
will”. For example, they surprised me by deciding to stay with the train
instead of making a run across the desert. They found supplies I hadn’t
previously thought of them needing and one of them was carrying
something. Something that I wasn’t sure what it was until she revealed it
late in the story. I know, this all sounds a bit insane, but read the story
and you’ll see that it is.
I have a lot of people to thank for helping get this little project
together. I’ll start with my wife, who has had to read every story in here,
listen to me rant about the directions I was planning on taking and
basically put up with me being obsessed with people, who aren’t real, for

weeks or months at a time. She also often had to read unfinished
products and was left with a cliffhanger while I tried to figure out what
would happen next.
I also called upon two people to help me with proofreading and
editing the stories. (Not this introduction, though, so all of the mistakes
you find here are my fault). J.D. Vanna, a fellow writer working on her
first novel and Patrice Athanasidy, my sister and a columnist for several
publications each worked on separate stories. Both had to work their
way through pages and pages of misspellings, typos, wrong words and
missing words. When I let them, they gave advice on sentence structure,
but I really didn’t give them reign over the stories themselves. Again,
this is an independent venture, so with the stories, if you don’t like
something, it’s probably my fault, however, most of the “golden
moments” in sentence structure and wording are the result of their sage
advice.
I’d also like to thank my dogs, Val and Xena, who had to put up with
my writing at all hours of the night, often had meals and walks delayed
and gave their help whenever they could. In fact, Val is sitting in my
office right now waiting to be let out and Xena is taking a nap, keeping
my wife company before I bother her to read this draft of the
introduction.
I’d also like to thank all of you for taking the time to pick up or
download this book. Thanks for giving my stories a chance and thank
you for reading this introduction. I hope you enjoy yourselves in the
following pages.
Sincerely,
Your Humble Author,
Jason L. Liquori
P.S. If you’re a producer who’d like to develop one of the stories
contained on these pages into a movie, I try to make myself easy to find.
www.hocfocprod.com
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Debbie stumbled from the bar into the night. She hadn’t gotten drunk
there. Buckley, the bartender, had seen to that. He had told her that
she’d never pass for 21 as long as she kept wearing “her pretty blond
hair” in pigtails. She thought he might be right, but at 18, she had
certainly developed the body to pass for legal drinking age and all the
men in town had been quick enough to point out that she was old enough
for other things. She decided that in a town this small it didn’t matter
how she wore her hair, everyone knew her age and the Sheriff had made
it pretty plain that anyone caught serving her alcohol would pay dearly.
That might have had something to do with the fact that he was her uncle.
Debbie mulled all this over while she stepped into an alley to throw
up. Bradford at the liquor store used to give her bottles of the cheap
stuff if she’d flash him. He was only a little older than she was and not
very popular with the girls in town, so she felt like she was doing him a
favor giving “the nerd” something to dream about all weekend. The
cheap stuff didn’t sit well with her at all and she threw up again.
As she wiped the mess from her mouth Debbie heard a snarling noise
from deep within the darkness of the alley. She slowly crept toward the
noise to get a closer look. In her stupor she couldn’t be sure of what she
saw, but it seemed to be as big as a bear and it was rummaging through
trash cans like a raccoon.
“Hey, puppy,” she said with a giddy lilt to her voice.
Suddenly, two bright yellow eyes were staring right through her. The
creature let out a low growl and she could see that it had tremendous
teeth. Debbie screamed and ran toward the street. The monstrous figure
followed her. She could feel its breath on her neck and she knew she’d
never outrun it. She ducked behind a heavy green dumpster and hoped
that it wouldn’t be able to reach her.
She screamed as a long hairy arm with sharp claws at the end of it
reached in and slashed at her in the dark. She could hear the creature
panting and snarling. All she could see of it was a massive shadow,
shaped not quite like a man, but not like an animal.
Finally, Debbie’s mind caught up to the situation and she pulled out
her phone. She hit a speed dial button and a voice answered, “Sheriff’s

office.”
“Phyllis,” Debbie said hurriedly, “Get me Uncle Mack! I’m in
trouble, near Buckley’s bar!”
Her uncle’s voice boomed back at her through the phone. “Did that
son of a bitch serve you again?”
“Uncle Mack,” Debbie pleaded. “Please, come get me. A monster.
A monster is trying to kill me!”
“Dam it!” her uncle admonished her. “You are drunk.”
“Please, Uncle Mack. Come and get me. Please.” She began
sobbing.
“I’m sorry, Debbie. But your Dad is going to have to handle this one.
I’ve cleaned up enough of your messes.”
He hung up and all she could hear was the dial tone. The creature had
stopped trying to reach her. It wasn’t snarling or panting anymore. She
thought something must’ve scared it off. She knew she was wrong when
the dumpster flew into the air and landed at the edge of the alley with a
thud. Debbie never got a clear look at the creature before it spilled her
intestines onto the pavement and carried her carcass away to feed upon
it.
***
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Tony sat nervously in the small, old fashioned café. He had chosen a
booth near the window so he could watch the street. His hands clutched
his coffee cup as he continually craned his neck to get a better view of
the street outside. The town of Canderville looked like it had stopped
developing in the 1950s. More accurately it looked like it had been built
to shoot a 1950s era movie. All of the buildings were old in design, but
they were as clean as if they had just been erected. The streets were
littered with perfectly restored old cars from America’s past. In fact,
even the few newer cars that were scattered around the street were all
built by the “Big Three”. There wasn’t a foreign car in the bunch. The
streets were wide and there were clocks mounted to the sides of each
corner building. Tony figured the word for it was “quaint”.
In contrast, Tony was the epitome of a modern man. His clothes were
custom tailored, his hair a bit unruly and his phone was smart. The large
device sat next to his coffee cup on the table. Tony glanced down at it to
make sure he hadn’t missed a text. He hadn’t. Suddenly he felt a hand
on his shoulder. He turned in surprise to see an older gentleman with
graying temples and broad shoulders looking down at him.
“Hey, Jack,” Tony said with a little surprise. “I didn’t see you come
in.”
Jack nodded toward the other side of the café.
“Backdoor,” he said as he took a seat. “Why so nervous, Tony?”
Tony checked the street again. “Isn’t Ron coming?”
“We drove in separately. You know how it is when you’re on parole.
You attract less attention when you’re not seen with the fellas you used
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to work with.”
Tony nodded as he continued to look out the window.
“It was a long drive, Tony,” Jack said. “I assume there’s a reason you
wanted to meet us all the way up here.”
“Ya,” Tony said. He gave no further explanation.
Jack rolled his eyes. He glanced outside the café window at the street
and there was no sign of Ron. “Well can you tell me what it’s all about
or do we have to wait for Ron?”
Tony quickly glanced around the café to be sure nobody was
watching. Then, keeping his hand close to the table, he pointed across
the street. He hid his hand quickly as the waitress approached the table.
“Can I get you something?” she asked Jack with a smile.
He found her blue eyes and red hair very attractive. He wasn’t sure if
her haircut and make-up were part of the café’s design or if she just
hadn’t picked up a fashion magazine in 60 years. Of course, that would
mean she hadn’t seen one since well before she was born.
“Just coffee,” Jack said as he turned over the cup that was in front
him on a saucer.
He read her nametag as she poured from the pot that she had brought
with her.
“Thanks, Jean,” he said with a wink.
“You’re very welcome,” she smiled back.
He watched her walk away and then turned back to Tony.
“Sorry, I was distracted. What were you pointing at?” He glanced
out the window. “That bank across the street?”
Tony put his finger over his mouth.
“Would you keep it down?” he pleaded.
Just then Ron slid into the seat next to Jack.
“So, are we here about that little bank across the street?” he blurted
out.
Tony cringed.
Ron turned to Jack, “Did you see that redheaded waitress?”
“Sure did. If I was 15 years younger…”
“I’m 15 years younger,” Ron said with a smile. “So is Tony, but I
doubt a nervous guy like him even noticed her.”
Tony looked over and saw Ron’s ridiculously white teeth shining
back at him. His blond hair and white teeth were in stark contrast with
his tanning bed complexion.
Jean came to the table and poured Ron a cup of coffee.
“Thanks, Doll,” he said.
“If there’s nothing else…” she responded with an uninterested look.
“That’ll be fine for now,” Jack replied. “Excuse my friend. He’s
never seen a woman before.”
Jean let a smile slip past her stern look and walked back toward the
counter.
“If you two are done flirting,” Tony said, “I’d like to discuss
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business.”
“Look,” Jack said, “I don’t know about you two, but I’ve gone
straight. I’m not interested in this kind of thing anymore.”
“It’s a honey of a deal,” Tony said. “A real pushover.”
“It would have to be to interest you, Tony,” Ron quipped. “But I’m
with Jack. My used car lot is doing a booming business and I’m not
looking to shake that up.”
“I can’t believe people buy cars from you,” Jack said.
“I’ve got an honest face,” Ron replied with a tremendous grin. “And
I let people with bad credit finance through me.”
“Don’t they default?” Jack said.
“Of course, but not until after they’ve made months of payments at
staggering interest. They’ve paid almost full price by the time we
repossess it.”
“How often to you have to repossess?”
“About 99 percent of the time. I’ve been selling the same 20 cars for
two years now.”
“Good god!” Tony shouted. “Can we just talk about the damn bank
now!”
The entire café went silent and the trio felt all eyes upon them. To
Tony it seemed to last forever.
“Calm down, buddy,” Jack said patting Tony’s hand. “Tell us about
it. Quietly.”
Tony turned and smiled at the people at the table next to them. He
turned back to Jack and Ron and leaned in to whisper to them.
“Look at it, boys,” he said. “It’s a golden goose.”
“I was checking it out before I came over here,” Ron said. “Looks
like any standard bank to me. Huge vault, alarm system, silent buttons
and a guard.”
“A guard during the day,” Tony whispered.
“Surely locked up tighter than a drum at night,” Jack said.
“And hardly worth the effort in a town this small,” Ron added.
“You’re both wrong,” Tony said. He turned to Ron. “Did you notice
anything about the vault? Anything unusual by today’s standards?”
Ron thought about it for a moment and then whispered back, “No
time lock.”
Tony tapped the tip of his nose and leaned back in his chair.
“Look, Tony,” Jack said, “I know it’s tough straightening out
after spending some time inside, but you’re only 35. You’ve got time to
do your life right. Get married, have some kids, buy a house. You don’t
need to risk another ten years on a few grand from some little bank.”
“What about two hundred grand?” Tony whispered.
“Cash? In that little bank? All at once?” Jack stammered each
question.
“You passed all that construction on the way up here? The city
payroll goes through that bank every two weeks.”

“And the alarm?” Ron asked.
“Once a month the bank manager and his son spend the night there
balancing the books. Alone.”
“Oh c’mon!” Jack exclaimed in disbelief.
“And let me guess,” Ron said. “Sometime soon these two events
coincide.”
“Tomorrow night. For the first time since I found the place.”
Jack smiled. He waved his hand in the air to get Jean’s attention.
“Three Cheeseburgers, the works and some great big chocolate shakes!”
“You boys celebrating something?” Jean asked.
“I just found out I’ll be getting my pension after all,” Jack smiled.
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The next night the trio was sitting in a car across the street from
the bank. Tony’s fingers nervously drummed the huge steering wheel of
the 1974 Ford Torino. Ron was in the front seat next to him and Jack
was in the backseat leaning forward to look out the front window.
“Relax, Tony,” Ron reprimanded. “You draw more attention
than a topless chick at Spring Break.”
“He’s right, Tony,” Jack added, “but when do we hit this place?”
“We’ll walk in right behind the dopes as soon as they return and
unlock the door,” Tony explained. He glanced up and down the street. “I
just wish it was darker. It’s nearly 8 o’clock. Why isn’t dark yet?”
“Southern summer nights,” Jack smiled.
Just then, a red Chevy Nomad wagon pulled up to the curb
outside of the bank. The trio watched as Brad, a short middle-aged man
with grey hair and a bit of a paunch, stepped out of the driver’s side and
walked around to open the passenger door for his son, Taylor. Taylor
was a fit young man of about 19 years. He was taller than his father and
had a thin, but muscular frame. Ron immediately noticed that the young
man looked sick.
“What’s wrong with him?” he uttered as he watched Taylor stagger
from the car clutching his stomach.
Brad slung his son’s arm over his shoulder and helped the boy walk to
the front door of the bank. Tony reached for the door handle and got
ready to exit the car. Brad slid a keycard into a panel on the front door
of the bank. He then punched in a lengthy number code.
Just as Tony was about to open the door to the car Jack dropped his
hand down onto his shoulder and pushed him back into the driver’s seat.
“Hold it.”
They watched as Brad looked back to the car and slipped out from
under Taylor’s arm. The young boy leaned against wall of the bank.
Brad headed back toward the old car.
“He forgot something,” Jack explained. “If we hit them now we risk
the Dad sending out the alarm. We need to get them both right at the

door.”
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“That’s not going to happen,” Ron said as Taylor pushed the door
open and stumbled inside. “At least it doesn’t look like the kid is going
to put up much of a fight.”
“It’s weird,” Tony interjected. “That kid plays football for the
local college. He’s a regular athlete. The picture of health and yet
whenever I see him here he looks ready to drop on the spot.”
“Maybe he’s a drinker,” Ron said. “Whatever it is, it’ll make
him easy prey.”
“Let’s hit it,” Jack commanded as Brad rushed back to the door
with a briefcase in his hand.
The three men burst from the car and rushed up behind Brad just
as he finished punching in the code for the door. Jack was the first one
on him. The experienced criminal thrust the barrel of a snub-nose .38
revolver into the small of Brad’s back.
“Just step inside,” Jack insisted through gritted teeth.
“Y-you don’t understand,” Brad stuttered.
Jack jabbed the gun deeper into his back and Brad reluctantly
complied. In seconds they were all inside and Ron was pulling the
security door closed behind them. They were standing in a foyer staring
at another set of double glass doors.
“Open it!” Tony shouted.
Brad shook his head in defiance. The group looked up and saw
Taylor sitting on a desk clutching his stomach.
“Crap!” Ron shouted. “He’ll trip the alarm!”
“The Hell he will!” Tony said. He swung his long trench coat to
the side revealing a double barrell12 gauge shotgun. The barrels were
short, but not sawn down. With it’s oak grips and flat black barrels it
resembled an Old West coach gun. He leveled the gun squarely at
Taylor’s head. The young man didn’t seem to notice. “He makes a move
toward that alarm button and I’ll blow his head off.”
“It’s bullet proof glass,” Brad said with a smirk. “Your shot will
just attract attention.”
“Damn it, Tony!” Ron shouted. “Did you case this place at all?”
“You checked it out!” Tony said. “You didn’t know about the
bullet proof doors!”
“Why don’t you gentlemen just leave and we’ll forget this every
happened,” Brad suggested.
They stared at him in disbelief. Before anyone could speak
Taylor fell to the floor and began to convulse.
“Damn it!” Brad shouted. He slid his keycard into another panel,
punched in another series of random numbers and burst into the bank
lobby. The three confused robbers followed closely behind him.
“Ron, disconnect the alarm!” Jack shouted. “You,” he poked at
Brad who was crouching next to his son, “open the vault!”
“Yes,” Brad said. “We have to open the vault now!”
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He led Tony and Jack into a small alcove where a tremendous
steel door enclosed the vault. Ron leapt over the teller counters with a
tool bag in hand. Taylor was on the floor twitching and screaming in
pain. Foam was bursting from his mouth.
Ron’s head popped up from behind the counter. “Alarm’s dead!”
he reported.
Jack loomed over Brad. “Open the vault.”
The nervous banker felt his pockets desperately. He was
sweating and trembling. He looked over at his son who was tearing the
clothes from his body.
“Oh no,” Brad said. He glanced over toward Taylor. “It’s
happening so soon! So fast! Faster every time!”
“Open the vault!” Tony insisted.
“I can’t,” Brad said. “I need my keycard!”
“Well where is it?” Jack screamed.
Brad pointed to floor near his writhing son. The keycard was
lying in a puddle of foamy drool. Jack grunted and charged to grab the
precious card. As he crouched down Taylor looked up at him and
roared. His eyes were bright yellow and hair was bursting forth from his
neck and arms.
“What the Hell is wrong with this kid?” Jack shouted as he
reached for the card.
Before there was an answer Taylor swung his arm and sent Jack
flying across the room. The large man crashed through some grey
cubicle walls and sunk unconscious behind a desk.
“It’s too late!” Brad shouted as he pulled a jail cell-like door
closed between the alcove and the lobby.
“What the Hell are you doing?!” Tony said, pointing both barrels
of the shotgun at the terrified banker.
“Can’t you see what he is? It’s too late to get him into the vault!
I just hope the bank can hold him.”
Ron and Tony watched in terror as Taylor stood straight and tall.
His now naked body quivered as his legs and arms extended and his neck
stretched and contorted. Long claws burst from his hands and feet and
fur grew on his body at an incredible rate. The boy’s face elongated and
blood poured from his mouth as his teeth tumbled from his gums, pushed
out by long, sharp fangs. In moments a tremendous Wolf, standing like a
man, was looming in the center of the dark lobby where Taylor once
stood. The creature was so large that his head nearly touched the low
ceilings of the bank.
Ron let out a weak gasp as he sunk behind the counter and hoped
that the creature would forget that he was there.
“This can’t be happening!” Tony shouted. “It was going to be
such an easy job!”
His cries drew the attention of the Wolf. It turned in a flash and
charged at them, hitting the metal bars with a loud clang. Tony and Brad

8

stepped back as far they could. They shrunk against the cold metal door
of the vault. The alcove wasn’t very big and the Wolf’s arm was long
and lean. The beast leaned in and thrashed its claw at them furiously,
snarling as it slashed at them. Finally, Tony screamed and raised the
shotgun.
“No!” Brad shouted.
Tony fired both barrels. The beast yelped in pain as it flew
backwards across the room. Blood hit the bars. The Wolf slammed into
the floor with a loud thud. Brad turned and struck Tony in the face with
his fist. Tony fell to the floor. He looked up and pointed the empty gun
at Brad.
“You killed my son,” Brad shouted.
“That was not your son!” Tony said.
They heard a cheer of joy from the lobby and looked to see Ron
climbing out over the counters. “You got him, Tony boy! Nice shot.”
Brad was sobbing. Tony climbed to his feet and pushed against
the iron bars.
“Get us out of here,” he said to Brad. “Hey!” he shouted shaking
the crying man. “Open this thing.”
“I need the keycard,” Brad managed to choke out.
“Got it!” Ron reported as he headed over to where the card lay on
the wet carpet. He bent down, picked up the card and jogged over to the
iron door. “So, do I just slide it into here?”
Brad and Tony stood silent.
“Hey!” Ron said. “Do I need a code or something? You guys
want out or what?” Fear washed over him as he watched Tony’s finger
rise and point to something in the bank lobby. Ron heard a snort. He
slowly turned his head and saw the tremendous animal standing a bit
unsteadily behind him. “Oh my God!” Ron began sliding the card
furiously. The panel kept flashing red and beeping at him. “What am I
doing wrong? What am I doing wrong?”
Tony fumbled with his shotgun. He breached the barrels and
pulled out the empty shells. He struggled to pull new shells from his
coat pockets.
“That won’t do you any good,” Brad said. “Look.”
They watched in horror as the wounds in the Wolf’s chest sealed
themselves shut. The creature got steady on its feet and howled in
triumph.
“It’s true,” Brad whispered. “You need silver to kill the Wolf.”
“Let me in!” Ron shouted swiping the card again.
“You need the code,” Brad smiled.
“What’s the code?” Ron pleaded.
Brad stared back at him coldly and shook his head.
Suddenly Ron was torn from his feet. He dangled in the air just a
few feet in front of them as the Wolf stared up at him and sized up its
prey. Then, with a lightning fast strike of his jaws Ron’s throat was torn
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out. His body fell to the floor and the beast discarded his head with a
toss. It bounced over the teller counter and disappeared. The Wolf fell
upon the headless corpse and fed furiously upon Ron’s insides.
Tony pushed Brad against the bars of the iron door.
“You let that thing kill my friend!” he accused the little man.
“If I had let your friend in we’d all be dead.”
”You were just trying to save your son!”
“From what? You and that shotgun? You can’t hurt him. You saw
that.”
“He bled. If we hit him hard enough, fast enough, with enough
fire power, we’ll hurt him.”
“And how do you propose to do that with 2 barrels of buckshot?”
“Help will come. Someone must have heard all of that screaming
and howling.”
“Once we got inside those bullet proof doors we pretty much
entered a soundproof environment too.”
Tony took a step back and Brad rubbed his bruised chest. He
smiled at the defeated criminal. He looked out and watched as the Wolf
that was once his son continued to tear Ron’s body to pieces. “It’s
actually sort of beautiful, isn’t it?”
Tony snorted and slid to the floor with his back against the vault
door. He looked down at the shotgun and then at the iron bars. “Do you
think those bars will keep him out?”
“I don’t know. There are claw marks and dents on the inside of
that vault door that probably would have mangled these little, old
fashioned bars. That vault is some kind of new fangled alloy. These
bars are just iron.”
“I can keep him off the bars awhile with this. Maybe I’ll get
lucky and get a headshot in.”
“Maybe.” Brad turned and smiled at him. “Just don’t panic.”
The Wolf finished making a meal of Ron. It almost sounded like
it was purring as it sat back on the blood stained carpet and looked at the
gore covered bones.
“Maybe he’s full,” Tony said hopefully.
The Wolf’s head shot around and it looked back at the two men
in the alcove.
“I don’t think so,” Brad said. “Better get that gun ready.”
Tony leapt to his feet and watched as the huge creature charged
the bars. He fired desperately in an attempt to stop the attack. The
pellets ripped into the Wolf’s shoulder. The beast barely stumbled from
the shock and its huge body impacted the bars hard enough to shake
them within the concrete wall. It reached in through the bars and
grabbed Tony by the throat.
He felt the claw crushing around his neck. He couldn’t breath.
Water gushed from his eyes and his ears felt like they would explode.
Tony knew he’d blackout any moment. He clumsily struggled to get the

barrels of the gun under the Wolf’s chin. In desperation he fired the
remaining shell and the Wolf stumbled backwards and fell to the floor.
Tony dropped to the carpet clutching his injured throat. He
coughed and gagged struggling to get air. He looked over at the mass of
fur on the floor.
“Ha!” he croaked out in a raspy voice as he climbed to his feet,
using the vault door to steady himself. “That got him. Right in the chin!
Let’s see him recover from that!”
The Wolf twitched. Its chest began to rise and lower in short,
deliberate breaths.
“How?” Tony cried.
Brad looked through the bars and scratched his head. “Lots of
thick muscle and bone to go through I guess. You just can’t do enough
damage fast enough.”
“We’ll see about that,” Tony said, reloading the gun once again.
“How many of those you got left?”
“Three,” Tony said thoughtfully.
“Three? Who carries an odd number of shells for a double barrel
gun?”
“What?”
“It’s just strange. I think it’s strange.”
Tony reloaded the gun and stumbled back to the bars. He took
aim and fired again with both barrels just as the Wolf was attempting to
get to its feet. The creature fell to the floor with a grunt.
“Hit it in the same spot?” Brad asked rubbing his ears.
“What?”
“I figure if you’re trying to keep its wounds from healing until it
dies you need to hit the same wounds. In general, at least. I’m not really
sure how it works.”
Tony loaded his last shell.
The Wolf turned onto its stomach and struggled to get to its feet.
Tony took aim.
“Last shot,” Brad smirked. “Make it count.”
Tony looked at the gun and backed away to the cold door of the
vault. Brad checked his watch.
“It’s nearly ten o’clock. Only eight hours to go.”
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The hours went by and periodically the Wolf would rush the bars
and thrust one hairy arm into the alcove trying to get a grip on Tony or
Brad. Each time the iron bars would bend a bit more. The framework
would wiggle further from the concrete wall. Tony struggled to contain
his urge to fire the gun and end the assault for just a few minutes. He
figured his only chance would be to wait and see if the beast broke
through the bars and then let loose with the last shell right into the
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monster’s gaping mouth. With each attack it became more and more
difficult not to fire.
It was close to midnight and the two men were staring at the
Wolf that sat just a few yards away. It was picking at the bones of Ron’s
leftovers. Brad checked his watch.
“You keep checking the time,” Tony observed. “It can’t be near
6 AM yet. What’s the point?”
The Wolf seemed to flick its ears at the question. It stopped its
chewing and slowed its breathing.
“Nothing,” Brad said. “Just counting down the minutes.”
A groan echoed through the lobby. The Wolf dropped its chew
bone, and slowly got to its feet. Its nose twitched as it searched the air
for a sign of food. All fell silent when Jack’s voice filled the air.
“Tony, Ron? What the Hell happened?” Jack called out.
The Wolf greedily snarled and crouched down to ready for an
attack.
Jack pushed the cubicle walls to the side and gasped when he saw
the massive ball of muscles and fur charging toward him. Without a
thought he raised his revolver and fired, emptying it into the monster’s
chest. It stumbled, fell and slid into a heap at his feet. He looked down
at the still body of the Wolf, lightly kicked it in the ribs and watched as
there was no reaction. He stepped over the bloody mass and let the
shells from his gun drop to the floor as he walked toward the alcove. He
slipped in the pile of bones and muck that used to be Ron. Jack glanced
down and continued his walk to where Tony was behind the bars.
“The keycard!” Tony shouted. “Get it quick.”
“Sure,” Jack said with a bit of confusion in his voice. “Where’s
Ron?” He bent down and picked up the keycard that had been sitting just
short of Tony’s reach. “And what the Hell is that mess over there?” He
pointed to the pile of bones.
“Never mind,” Tony demanded. “Open this door and let’s get the
Hell out of here.”
Jack slid the card. “Did you see that freaky guard dog? It was
huge!”
He stared at the keypad. “I need the code.”
Tony pointed the gun at Brad.
“Not a good idea,” Brad said.
“This is our chance to get out of here!” Tony shouted.
“Hey, Tony, did you see the way I blasted that mutant mutt?”
Jack snickered.
Brad pointed through the bars and Jack heard a snort behind him.
He turned to see the giant Wolf looming over him.
“How in the He---“. He was cut off when the Wolf backhanded
him and sent him tumbling across the room.
It charged at him again. This time, with his gun empty, Jack was
forced to improvise. He scrambled to his feet and grabbed one of the
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stands used to hold the velvet rope for the bank line. He held the metal
post out in front of him like a battering ram and struck the charging
animal’s chest with it. As he made his attack he also stepped to one side
and the Wolf tumbled through an office door with a crash.
Jack ran toward the iron barred door. “What the Hell is that
thing?” He swiped the card. Brad reached through the bars and punched
in some numbers. Jack clutched the bars and tugged, but the door didn’t
open. Brad snatched the card from his hand.
“Hey!” Jack shouted.
“Oops,” Brad said. “Wrong code.”
They could hear wood cracking and metal bending as the Wolf
went on a rampage in the office. A desk shot through a plaster wall and
crashed into some potted trees near the front doors. Jack frantically used
a speed loader to get his .38 ready again. With a howl the Wolf crashed
through what remained of the plaster wall and turned to face Jack.
The experienced gunman took careful aim and fired all five
rounds from his small weapon directly into the beast’s head.
“Yee-haw!” Tony shouted. “Right between the eyes!”
Jack let the empty shells fall to the floor. He glanced up at Tony.
“Does it make a difference with that thing?” In a moment he was loaded
again.
“I think so,” Tony said. “The shots hurt it, but it heals fast.
Really fast. Maybe if you destroyed its brain…”
Jack thrust his brawny arm through the bars and grabbed Brad’s
collar. He pulled the small man against the bars so quickly that Brad’s
nose exploded with blood from the impact. Jack shoved the gun into his
ribs. The barrel was still hot from all of the firing and it burnt Brad’s
stomach.
“Now, how about the right code?” Jack demanded.
Brad checked his watch. He nodded his head and slid the card
through the reader. Then he quickly punched in some numbers.
Jack swung the bars open and grabbed Brad once again and
tossed him to the floor. Tony stepped out and all eyes turned to the
massive creature lying on the floor.
“Don’t they change back when they’re dead?” Tony asked.
“Who am I, Lon Chaney?” Jack said. “How would I know?” He
trained his gun on the bloody Wolf. “Let’s just get out of here fast in
case it’s not dead.”
Tony nodded and grabbed Brad by the collar lifting him to his
feet. Brad desperately glanced back at his briefcase, but Tony was
dragging him toward the door before he could get a hold of it.
“Open the doors!” Tony insisted.
“No,” Brad said. “We’d be letting it out.”
“We’d be getting out!” Jack said. “We’ll lock it in behind us.”
“I don’t think these doors will do it,” Brad said. “We’ve got to get
Taylor into the vault.”
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“Taylor?” Tony said. “You’re still calling that thing Taylor?
That is not your son!” He pointed to the still lying hulk on the floor.
“Besides, whatever it is, it’s dead,” Jack pointed out. “Look at
it!”
“Then what’s the harm in moving it?” Brad said exasperated. “To
give an old man some solace.”
Tony and Jack shot glances at each other. They both shrugged.
“Easier than beating the code out of him,” Jack pointed out.
He and Tony walked over to the body of the Wolf on the floor. Each
grabbed a portion of the bloody mess of fur. It seemed to weigh a ton
and the best the two men could do was lift part of it and drag the rest
across the blood soaked carpet.
“This thing do that to Ron?” Jack said breathlessly, nodding his head
toward the gnawed bones in the center of the lobby.
Tony nodded.
“Well,” Jack called back to Brad, “get this big dang vault door open.”
Brad rushed over with his keycard at the ready. He slid it through the
reader and quickly punched in the code. Clicks and clangs of moving
parts could be heard from inside of the vault. The mechanisms moved
frantically as they all worked to release the many cogs and locks on the
huge door. Then with a hiss of air that shook the walls around it, the
door slowly creaked open. Brad leaned against it to shift the weight and
the tremendous metallic door glided open. They could see the scratches
and dents that Brad had mentioned to Tony earlier.
“I’ve had a heck of a time explaining those to the staff,” Brad said. “I
told most of them I was moving a heavy load of coins with a pallet jack
and it got away from me. People will believe anything…except this.”
He pointed to the Wolf the men were holding.
Jack looked at Tony and nodded. The two men let go of their load
and let the Wolf slump to the ground. They charged into the vault and
began grabbing stacks of cash and shoving them into their pockets.
“What the Hell are you doing?” Brad shouted as he rushed to grab the
Wolf and began to drag it into the vault on his own.
“You don’t think we really cared about your ‘solace’,” Jack taunted.
Brad was desperately struggling with the bulk of the Wolf’s body as
he tried to drag it into the vault. Jack and Tony easily slipped past him.
They ran out of the vault and watched as he managed to roll the huge
lump of fur just inside of the bank vault. The last roll caused a loud sigh
to emit from the creature.
Jack and Tony looked at each other. They grabbed Brad by the collar
and yanked him from the vault. Jack then shouldered the giant door
closed just as the Wolf began to lift itself up.
The door clanged shut and the locks began to automatically engage.
Tony snatched the keycard from Brad’s pocket and shoved him back
against the vault door. Then he and Jack left the alcove and locked Brad
inside.
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“You still need the code to get out,” Brad said.
“You get the code?” Jack asked Tony.
“I’ve seen him do it two or three times now,” Tony said. “I think I
got it.”
They headed to the door. Before they reached it a loud clang echoed
from inside the vault. They turned to look and saw Brad looking back at
the vault in terror.
“I’m not sure it will hold him this time,” Brad said. “Please, you
can’t leave me locked in here with him!”
“It’s always held him before, right?” Tony said.
“Every time we got him inside in time,” Brad said.
“How long has this been going on?” Jack asked.
Another loud echo burst out from the vault. This time plaster fell
from the ceiling and the whole building seemed to shake.
“Please!” Brad shouted. “At least give me my briefcase!”
The vault door shook. Tony rushed to the front doors. He punched in
the code. Nothing happened.
“I thought you knew it!” Jack shouted.
“I do!” Tony insisted. “I’m just nervous.”
The vault door shook again and this time the center of it bulged. One
of the embedded hinges became visible as concrete surrounding the door
fell to the floor.
“He’s coming!” Brad shouted. “Please, my briefcase!”
“What is so dammed important about your briefcase?” Jack asked.
Brad checked his watch. “It’s nearly 12:30. I have to be ready. I
may have to kill him!”
“What happens at 12:30?” Jack said.
Just then a buzzer rang. All eyes turned to the front doors and Jean
was standing outside on the street with a cardboard tray full of cups.
“Every time we do this Jean brings us coffee at 12:30,” Brad said
meekly.
The door shook again.
“He’s so much stronger,” Brad observed. “He’s never been this
strong. Maybe it’s because he fed this time.”
Tony watched in amazement as Jean swiped her own card in the door
outside. She casually punched in the code.
“You gave the waitress the code?” Tony said incredulously.
“I trust her,” Brad said. “Now, please, let me out of here.”
Jack reached out his hand for the card. Tony reluctantly handed it
over. Jean stepped into the foyer. She stopped in shock as the mess
inside of the bank came into view. She could still only see mostly
shadows through the glass, but it was evident there was movement inside
and that something terrible had happened. At the same time she swiped
her card for the interior doors Jack handed Brad the card and the banker
unlocked the cage-like door.
Tony grabbed Jean and covered her mouth the instant she stepped
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inside. Brad ran from the alcove just as the vault door crashed to the
floor. The Wolf burst out into the lobby. Brad jumped back into the
safety of the alcove and closed the bars behind him. Jack scuttled behind
a desk and crouched quietly. Tony pulled Jean behind the teller counters
and kept his hand over her mouth.
The Wolf immediately turned back to the most obvious target. Brad
stood staring at him from behind the bars. He backed into the now
gaping vault. His only hope now was to keep the monster’s attention
until Jean could get away or the sun came up. He didn’t have much
confidence in being able to accomplish the second.
The Wolf skulked over to the bars. It stared in at Brad and snarled.
“Now, Taylor,” Brad stuttered. “It’s me. Your Dad. I love you,
Son.”
The Wolf roared and reached through the bars at him. It looked at
the vault door on the floor and growled in disapproval.
“Now, son, I only did that to keep you safe and protect the town. If
they had found out about you they would have killed you. And
remember how upset you were about killing that girl?”
Jean didn’t know what was going on, but she knew she was tired of
being manhandled by this stranger. This guy was a lousy tipper the day
before and he had lousy manners now. Jean bit down on Tony’s hand
and the man let out a scream.
The Wolf backed away from the bars and slowly turned to look in the
direction of the noise. Tony knew he had given his hiding place away.
In an act of desperation he charged out from behind the counter and fired
his last blast into the Wolf as it ran toward him. This time the shot
hardly even registered with the beast and it crashed into the shatter proof
doors with Tony in its clutches. The glass became a crimson mosaic as
the Wolf tore at Tony with its massive claws and 6 inch long fangs. His
screams soon turned to gurgling and Jean watched in horror from her
hiding place within the shadows of the clerks’ counter.
Brad listened desperately as the sound of the Wolf’s feeding died
down. He hoped Jean was okay and that he could still keep the Wolf’s
attention long enough for her to get away. As the room became silent he
shook the bars furiously and shouted.
“Hey! You still hungry you little bastard!”
The Wolf grunted and turned back to Brad. It charged over and
growled at him through the bars.
“Maybe bastard was a strong word,” Brad said meekly. “Actually,
your mom and I were very happy to have you.”
The Wolf looked at him thoughtfully. Brad thought he could see
some recognition in its eyes. Maybe even a calmness at the mention of
Taylor’s mother.
“She so wanted to see you,” Brad said. “I never should have taken
her camping when she was seven months pregnant, but that trip was a
tradition with us and we thought the camper would be fine.”
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The Wolf sat back on its haunches as it listened attentively to Brad’s
voice. As the man spoke his voice became more steady. More calm.
More soothing. He noticed the effect on the Wolf and so continued the
story.
“We were having a good time. Fishing and telling stories around the
campfire. We named you on that trip.”
The Wolf let out a low sigh.
Jack couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He wondered if he could
make a move to get to Jean and try to sneak her out. He had only met
her the once, but he felt responsible to protect her somehow. It was an
unusual trait for a crook to be gallant, but he always had been. His first
arrest as a kid was because he had stopped to hold a door for an old
woman when he should have been running from the security guards who
worked for the store he had just liberated of several cassette tapes.
The Wolf had laid down on its stomach by this point and the story of
the trip was flowing so naturally from Brad by now that he wasn’t
thinking about what he was saying.
“It was such a peaceful area,” he went on, “which is why it was such
a surprise when that Wolf attacked your mother.”
The beast’s ears perked up.
“ I drove her to the nearest hospital, but it was 30 minutes away from
the campsite. The shock put her into labor and they managed to save
you, but your mother died before you ever got to know her.”
The Wolf sat up and let out a pain ridden howl. A tear came to Jean’s
eye as she heard the sound from her dark corner.
“It wasn’t until you became a man that we found out the bite had
somehow transferred this curse to you. Made you, this.”
Brad began to cry and the Wolf howled again in agony, but it wasn’t
long before Brad, Jack and Jean realized that Brad had gone too far with
the story. It took only a few seconds for the sobs of pain from the Wolf
to become grunts and then growls. In moments, human sadness had
turned into animal rage. The beast looked up and his eyes locked with
Brad’s. Inside, what was left of Taylor, blamed this man for killing his
mother and putting this curse on him. The mind of the Beast saw only
food and an enemy. Both lashed out.
In an instant the Wolf was on its feet and it crashed through the iron
bars as if they had never been there.
With his last breath Brad shouted, “Jean, run!” He fell silent as
the monster that was once his son ripped his still beating heart from his
chest.
The Wolf hovered over his body for a moment. It sniffed his still
body and stared into his blank, lifeless eyes. The next howl it let out
almost sounded like remorse.
Jack sat crouched behind the desk. Silent. He knew that if the
creature cared to try it could find him easily, but he hoped that all the
feeding, rage and emotion had left it exhausted. Maybe it would sleep
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until morning. Maybe he and Jean could just hide out until the beast
turned back into a scared young man and he could worry about the police
later. His hopes were shattered when he heard the beep of the card
reader.
The Wolf slowly turned its attention back to the lobby. It left
Brad’s body and slowly loped into the center of the bank. It let out a
terrible howl just as Jean made it into the foyer. The Wolf charged into
the shatter resistant doors and they shook under its assault. Jean
screamed. She tried the outer door, but to no avail. It was locked and
only the keycard or a buzz from inside could let her out. She looked at
the floor just inside of the bank, and to her terror, she saw that she had
dropped her card there. She screamed again as the Wolf pounded on the
doors. The thick, specially treated glass, began to crack.
“Why doesn’t she just leave?” Jack whispered to himself.
Cautiously he lifted his head above the desk. He could see Jean
struggling with the door and then he noticed the dropped card on the
floor at the Wolf’s feet. His mind raced as he tried to figure out how to
help the woman. Even if he could get to the card he wouldn’t have time
to get the code from her before the Wolf made a meal of him. Maybe he
could find the buzzer, but would there be a key he would need to make it
work? He couldn’t even think of a scenario where sacrificing himself,
which he really didn’t want to do, would help her.
His eyes scanned the room for a weapon. Something that could
be effective against that Monstrosity that nearly crushed the framework
of the security doors. Then he saw it. The briefcase! Brad had so
desperately wanted that briefcase. It must have something that could
help.
Jack leapt over the desk and made a desperate charge for the
leather satchel that sat just a few yards away. The Wolf heard the
movement and immediately turned on him. He ducked its grasping arms
and rolled toward his target. Jean watched in disbelief as he snatched up
the brief case. The Wolf, having missed Jack, crashed into some chairs
and was thrown into a tumbling mess from the inertia behind its attack.
Jack rummaged through the briefcase and his hand settled on a
letter opener. He pulled the small, shining blade from within the leather
bag. He looked back into the bag in disbelief.
A growl got his attention and he looked up just in time to see a
half dozen chairs fly through the air and burst against the walls. One
flew just inches over his ducked head. Jack dropped the briefcase and
examined the letter opener. Etched in the handle he could just make out
the words: “Sterling Silver”.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said to himself.
The Wolf left him little time to think about it. The Monster
charged at him again and this time Jack met the attack with a charge of
his own. He clutched the letter opener in his right hand and then, just as
he was about to collide with the Wolf, he dropped to his knees and thrust

the small weapon up into the center of its furry chest. He felt the blade
sink deep within the monster’s chest. His whole body twisted as the
force of the creature’s charge carried it over his head and wrenched his
arm from the socket.
Jack cried out in pain. He watched as the huge mass of fur
tumbled into the shattered doors. Jean screamed as the Wolf’s body
crashed through the remaining glass and came to a standstill at her feet.
Jack struggled to get to his feet. He limped to Jean’s side and
took her hand.
“Is it dead?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Jack replied honestly.
Then the two of them watched as the giant body of the Wolf
shrunk into the beaten, battered body of young Taylor.
Jack looked around at the mess. “I can’t be here when the police
come.” He looked at Jean hopefully. “Will you give me a head start?
You’ve got to believe I never wanted any of this.”
“Just your retirement fund?” she said as she pointed to the bills
bursting from his pockets and waistband.
Jack smiled meekly. “I can leave the money.” He began to reach
into his pocket. Jean put her hand on his.
“I’ve got a better idea,” she said with a smile.
He smiled at her hopefully.
“I’ve been wanting to retire myself,” she said
“I don’t know there’s enough here for that,” Jack said honestly.
“But it might be enough to buy into a nice bar a buddy of mine owns in
Mexico.’
“Perfect,” Jean said.
She picked up her keycard and opened the outer doors. The two
of them headed for the Torino. Jean noticed a cut on Jack’s arm as he
held the door open for her.
“You’re hurt,” she said with some sympathy.
“I think I caught some glass when that thing tackled me,” Jack
said.
“But you weren’t anywhere near the glass,” Jean observed.
“I’ll stop at a Pharmacy and get some antibiotic ointment if it will
make you feel better,” Jack joked.
He walked around and got into the car. He started it and as they
drove off he said, “I’m famished. Anyplace around here serve a really
rare burger?”
THE END.
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Walter looked over at his two friends walking beside him in the tall
grass. He smiled as he realized how much they had all changed and yet
how much things had stayed the same. It seemed to him that the three of
them had been friends their entire lives. The truth is, Harry was a couple
of years older than he was and Rachel was quite a few years younger, but
the three of them had been friends for at least as long as Walter could
remember. They had lived on the same block, in the same neighborhood
most of his life and now the three of them had set out on this journey
together. Who else could he trust to travel with him in such troubling
times?
Rachel looked over and spotted Walt. She noticed him staring and
smiled at him. She reached out her hand and clasped his. He returned
her smile and then scanned the grassy field that stretched out before
them.
Rachel had always been cute, and as they grew up Walt and Harry
each had a crush on her at one time or another. Just as the boys became
teens Rachel started to develop and the crushes turned into a hot
competition for her attention. During those high school years Walt and
Harry had both dated her at one time or another, but eventually they’d
always settle back to being a trio of friends.
Suddenly, Harry stopped walking. He held up his hand signaling his
companions to stop as well. He dropped down to one knee and indicated
that Walt and Rachel should do the same. They heeded his silent
warning and crouched into the grass. Walt let go of Rachel’s hand and
put his arm around her shoulder, pulling her closer to him.
Harry, being 6 feet and 6 inches tall, was still very visible over the 3
foot high blades of unkempt grass and weeds. He crouched down lower,
glanced past Rachel at Walter, and pointed ahead of them off to the right.
Walt and Rachel both followed the line of his finger and they could

see the tall weeds shuffling and shaking. They all quietly hoped it was
the wind, but each knew that the wind wouldn’t move the weeds in
different directions all at once like that. So, silently they hid there in the
tall grass and watched. Waited.
Sweat dripped down Walt’s head. He looked over and caught
Rachel’s hand go up onto Harry’s broad shoulder. Walt watched Harry’s
hand clutch the shotgun he was carrying. Walt reached into the
waistband of his tattered jeans and slid out the small automatic pistol he
kept there.
He again glanced at Rachel’s hand. He looked at the small diamond
on her ring finger. Suddenly, he reached over and smacked her hand
down from Harry’s shoulder. Harry shot an angry glance his way and
Rachel looked at Walt in disbelief.
“Walt!” she whispered and nearly shouted at the same time. “What’s
wrong with you?”
Harry put his finger over his lip to signal them to be quiet.
Walt held Rachel’s ring finger and indicated her engagement ring.
Then he pointed at the afternoon sun high in the sky. Instantly, Rachel
and Harry realized that her ring had been reflecting the sunlight like a
beacon.
Suddenly a loud grunt bellowed from the shaking weeds. Walt and
Harry straightened up instantly and aimed their weapons toward the
sound of pounding feet. A large dark figure rushed toward them,
crushing the grass beneath it as it ran.
Rachel was the first to recognize it. She shot to her feet with a rock in
her hand and let it fly toward the stout charging figure. It let out a squeal
and Harry and Walt lowered their guns as they watched the wild hog
change direction and scamper off into the cover of the tall grass.
Harry ran his hand through his short, cropped hair and let out a sigh
of relief.
“I really thought it was one of them,” he said.
Rachel laughed and latched back onto Walt’s arm. “And I thought
you’d had a moment of jealousy, slapping my hand like that.”
“I was thinking about how the sun usually keeps them underground,”
Walt said, “and then I noticed it was reflecting off of your ring. You
might as well be carrying around a lighthouse this time of day.”
“You picked it out, loverboy,” Harry joked as he slung the shotgun
back over his shoulder.
“And a good pick it was,” Rachel said as she smiled and nuzzled
against Walt.
Walt blushed a little and set the safety on his pistol. He slid it back
into his waistband and began to walk again.
“Let’s keep moving,” he said. “The hunting cabin is about another
four hours away and I want to make it before nightfall.”
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The three of them continued to walk. It seemed as if there was

nothing but tall grass and scattered trees between them and the horizon.
Walt’s mind began to wander again. He clutched at Rachel’s hand and
felt the ring between his fingers. He was always surprised that he had
wound up being the winner when it came to Rachel. In high school
Harry had always been more popular with the ladies. Taller, more
athletic, and the first to get a car, he had his pick of girls. Walt guessed
that’s when he and Rachel really started to spend a lot of time alone
together.
Harry was dating a lot and hanging out with a different group of
friends. Then, when he left for college the two found themselves
spending a lot of weekends alone. They’d each complain how they
wished they could meet someone and have a relationship. Walt always
suspected that Rachel could have any guy she wanted. She had grown
into quite an attractive young lady. Now, at 19, even in dirty jeans and a
shirt she had been wearing for two days, she was a knockout. No makeup and hair that had been a slave to the weather didn’t detract much from
her natural good looks.
Walt knew that she could’ve dated any time she wanted. Anyone she
wanted. He felt guilty for a while letting her spend her weekends with
him out of pity, but eventually that changed. He never knew exactly
when they went from being friends hanging out to a couple dating, but
before he knew it he had fallen in love and was determined to spend as
much time with her as he could. He didn’t care why she was there as
long as she was there.
Just over a year ago he had a moment of confidence. He was sure she
felt the same way he did and he bought that silly little ring and asked her
to marry him. They had a good, happy year together. Harry was back
from college, Walt was ready to graduate soon, and Rachel was getting
ready to go to school and study zoology. The three of them were
reunited. Life was good and the future was bright.
That was before the world changed. Before they came. Before the
night began to crawl and the human race had dropped down on the food
chain.
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Nobody seemed to be able to agree quite where they had come from.
The news, while there was news, seemed to be full of different reports
and theories from scientists of all kinds. Some argued that they had
come down in a meteor shower a month earlier. The timing was right
and they did first show up in South America where many of the smaller
meteorites had crashed to the Earth. Others were sure that they had been
among us all along, living under the crust of the planet and that recent
seismic activity had driven them to the surface. A throwback to the
prehistoric age that had made their way back into our world by digging
through millions of years of stone, dirt and rock. Of course, many were
quick to blame the nuclear accidents in Japan. The creatures were said
to be atomic age mutants, as if from a 1950’s drive-in horror movie. A
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few television preachers simply attributed the monsters to God’s wrath
or Satan’s invasion of our corrupt world.
One thing was sure. They would change everything. The very way
we lived seemed to disintegrate over night. The creatures most
resembled beetles. The main difference being that they were larger.
Much, much larger. Most were the size of a big dog, but some reports
talked about slick black bugs that were as large as compact cars.
The bugs were clearly carnivores. They’d eat most anything that
could be referred to as “meat”, but they especially seemed to like people.
Rachel said it was because we offered a lot of bang for the buck. Human
beings, in comparison to our animal brethren, are slow and weak. Easy
to catch. Easy to kill, but relatively large. She said that the bugs had
originally chosen us because we never saw them coming. Now that the
beasts had developed a taste for human flesh they just kept coming after
us. Even the fact that we were now meeting the attacks with guns and
weapons wouldn’t stop them from including us on the menu.
It was Rachel who came up with the idea to move North. The
creatures had first shown up scattered in South America. They were a
rumor. An anomaly. A week ago they had swarmed into the United
States and started showing up all over the world, but Rachel had noticed
something. Every place the bugs were reported had a warm climate.
She reasoned that even at their immense size they weren’t very tolerant
of the cold, and since they seemed to avoid the light of the sun, they
needed environments that stayed warm at night. Not hot, necessarily,
but well above freezing.
The facts seemed to support her theory, and leaving Florida was
clearly a good idea. When the National Guard showed up and began
bussing people up to Georgia, the trio of friends gladly went along for
the ride.
They spent a couple of nights in the refugee camp and it was good to
feel safe again, but that feeling of safety didn’t last long. The refugees
were housed in tents, which didn’t offer much protection from the bugs,
so the work lights and guns were the only true defense they had after
darkness fell. The bugs were hard to kill. The crunch that a beetle
makes when stepped on is from its exoskeleton. In these giants, that
exoskeleton was transformed into armor plating. It was thick enough to
support their incredible weight and strong enough to deflect an average
bullet. The only way to kill them was to use armor piercing shells or to
hit the beasts between the segments of their exterior plating. Even with
automatic military weapons they were difficult to bring down. Rachel
explained to Walt that, because of their primitive nervous systems, they
took a long time to die.
The beetles kept the soldiers pretty busy at night, and in the dark,
some of the people - the ones brave enough to venture out while the
soldiers protected the perimeter - would act as if civilization had already
fallen. On the second night, a woman narrowly escaped being raped by a

group of men. She wasn’t rescued by one of the sentries on duty, but
rather by a hungry bug that was attracted by her screams.
Harry told Walt that he wouldn’t trust his fiancée around men like this
and pointed out that they would be able to do precious little to protect
her against a group of animals like that. Walt had to agree, since the
guardsmen had confiscated their guns. That morning Harry and Walt
decided that the three of them would head out to Walt’s father’s hunting
cabin in South Carolina. Walt didn’t think it was very far away, and so
long as they could make it there by nightfall they’d be safe. It was a
sturdy cabin and his father had kept plenty of firepower there. It had its
own generator and a concrete storm room in case of bad weather. Walt
was pretty sure that his Dad had even finished the hotwire fence the last
time they had been up there before his Dad got sick. It was nearly winter
and the three of them figured they’d be safe there until the government
had taken care of the bug problem.
It was about 3 o’clock when they decided to stop for lunch. Rachel
set her backpack down on a large flat rock and started to put out the
spread of food she was carrying.
“Do you think we’ll make it before dark?” Harry whispered to Walt,
pulling him aside.
Walt looked around a bit confused. “I thought it was over that last
hill,” he said.
“You’ve said that twice,” Harry said accusingly. “You sure we’re
headed the right way? We didn’t pass it?”
“It’s a bit hard to tell off the beaten path like this.”
“Well, I explained why I wanted to avoid the main roads. The towns
are likely to be full of looters. I didn’t think you’d want to drag your
lady fair through a situation like that.”
“You’re right, of course, but it does pose a problem as to where
exactly the cabin is.”
Harry looked at Walt worriedly.
“Don’t worry,” Walt reassured him. “We left the main road back at
the border to the state, but this field will cross our old hunting trail
before we hit the cabin. We haven’t crossed the hunting trail, so we
haven’t passed the cabin.”
Harry nodded, satisfied that they were still on the right track.
“Lunch is ready, fellas,” Rachel called. “It’s not much, but it will fill
us up until I get to a kitchen.”
Harry dropped down into the dirt next to the rock. “Well, let’s dig in
fast. I want to get moving again as quickly as possible.”
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After their meal the three of them packed up and once again began
their journey North. Rachel was to Walt’s right and Harry to his left.
Walt was patting his belly. “That was actually a pretty good m—“
He never finished his sentence. His voice sort of trailed off and he
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gasped. Rachel and Harry turned to look at him and they found they
were looking at each other instead. Before either of them could speak
they heard a splash and looked down. Between them there was a large
hole. It had been hidden by the grass. Rachel dropped to her knees and
peered down into the darkness.
“Walt! Walt!?” she cried.
There was no response. She glanced up at Harry. Her eyes pleading.
He dropped down on the other side of the hole and looked at Rachel. “It
must be a well.”
“You’re a fucking genius,” Walt’s voice echoed up. “Now how about
you find the bucket and rope and get me out of here?”
Rachel laughed with relief. “Thank God, honey, I thought you were –
" She stopped. She couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence.
“Well, you won’t be far from wrong if I don’t get out of here,” Walt
called up. “How you coming with that rope, Harry?”
Harry looked around desperately. “I don’t see anything that will
work.”
Suddenly he snatched the backpack from Rachel. He used a knife to
cut the straps from the pouch and tied them together. Then he tied those
to the strap from his shotgun and lowered that into the well.
“Can you see what I’m lowering to you?” Harry shouted.
“Ya,” Walt responded. “And it’s not even close. This thing must be
50 feet deep!”
“Oh God,” Rachel began to cry. “We’ll never get him out of there.”
“There’s plenty of rope up at the cabin!” Walt shouted up to them.
“We’ll go get the rope and come back as quick as we can!” Harry
shouted down.
“What!?” Walt cried incredulously. “You’re going to leave me here?
Alone?!”
“What do you suggest we do?” Harry answered.
“What if you don’t make it back before dark?” Walt’s voice was
beginning to crack.
“He’s right,” Rachel whispered. “It’ll be dark in a few hours and we
don’t know how far the cabin is.”
“What do you want me to do?” Harry responded. “We need the rope
to get him out of there!”
“You go. I’ll stay here and keep an eye on him.”
“I can’t leave you here alone.”
“The things rarely show themselves during the day. Besides, I won’t
be alone. Walt is here.”
“Walt is down there!”
”What’s going on?” Walt suddenly called up.
“Rachel wants me to leave her with you,” Harry shouted back down.
The two of them stared down into the darkness of the well. Walt was
silent. He was thinking about his situation and weighing it against the
welfare of the woman he loved.

“He’s right, honey,” Walt said. “I’ll be okay until you get back. We
can’t risk you being stuck up there by yourself after nightfall.”
“I’m not leaving you, sweetie,” Rachel retorted. She sat on the
ground and folded her arms.
“I think she’s serious,” Harry reported down the hole to Walt. “I
can’t very well make the trip dragging her along.”
Walt thought about it some more and finally shouted up, “Leave her
the shotgun.”
“What?” Harry protested. “What good will that do?”
“So long as you make it back before dark she’ll be fine. At worst she
may have to deal with one daylight stray. The shotgun will make short
work of a sick one.”
“He’s right,” Rachel said. “Now go before we waste any more time.”
“I’ll be back for you,” Harry said, looking deep into her eyes. “Both
of you!” he quickly added and then turned and ran off.
Rachel sat on the ground next to the well silently for a few moments
and then Walt’s voice came booming up to her. “So honey, what did you
do today?”
She laughed and settled in to wait for Harry to return.
Harry was breathless when he hit the trees. He looked around at
the wooded expanse before him and smiled as he realized that this
looked much more like the photos he had seen of Walt’s hunting trips.
His smile faded though when noticed the position of the sun. If he didn’t
reach the cabin soon and get back with a rope he’d be pulling Walt out of
the dark hole right into the darkness of night. Harry took a deep breath
and charged into the shade of the trees.
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Walt peered up toward the small square of light at the top of the
well. It seemed to him that it was changing color.
“Honey?” he called. “Rachel! Can you hear me?”
“I hear you,” she called back down. “Should we really be doing all of
this shouting?”
“I really miss texting,” his hoarse voice called up to her.
“Me too.”
“It looks to be getting a bit dark.”
“We’ve got a few hours yet before sundown. Harry will make it
back.”
Walt clung to the damp side of the stony wall and could feel his
teeth chatter as the water became colder.
“Seems to be getting a bit chilly too,” he called up to her.
“That’s because you’re wet. When we get you back to the cabin
we’ll start a nice warm fire and-" She suddenly became quiet.
Walt floated in the darkness listening for her voice. He waited
for her to finish the sentence for what seemed like an eternity. Finally,
in the closest to a whisper he could manage while projecting his voice up
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the well, he called her name. “Rachel? Rachel, are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” her hushed voice floated back down. “Just something
in the grass. Probably another-" Her voice suddenly shot up to a screech,
“Oh my God!”
Walt could hear the shotgun go off. A smoking plastic shell
bounced off the rocky walls of the well as it fell down toward him and
splashed into the water. Another shot echoed through the tight, deep
chamber. He felt helpless.
“Rachel! Rachel!”
He struggled to climb the slick, moss covered walls. He clawed his
fingers into the dirt and rock that imprisoned him. He even managed to
pull himself out of the water a few inches, but then his hands slipped and
he fell back into the water with a splash. He swallowed quite a bit of the
muck as he went under. His head broke the surface of the water just in
time to hear another shot.
“Rachel!” he coughed as he called to her. “What’s going on?!”
Another shot rang out and he saw a large, dark shadow fall over the
edge of the well. He cried out as he watched the shadow grow larger and
heard it scrape against the walls. It was just above him before he
realized that it wasn’t Rachel and just in time he pressed himself against
the wall and let the corpse of the huge bug splash into the water in front
of him.
“Jesus!” he cried out.
“Sorry, Honey,” Rachel called downed breathlessly. “I didn’t mean
to send it over the edge.”
Then, as if she had just thought of it, she called down, “Is it dead?”
Walt stared at the slick black shell floating in the water in front of
him. His teeth began to chatter again. Now that he looked at it up close,
this one wasn’t that big, considering. It was only about the size of a cat
and yet it had taken four blasts from the shotgun to kill it. Or at least, he
hoped that fourth shot had killed it.
Carefully Walt reached under the water and pulled forth the sopping
wet .22 automatic he carried. He doubted the gun would fire after being
submerged for so long, but it seemed the best thing to poke the bug with.
He clutched the pistol as if he was ready to fire it and slowly extended
his quivering hand toward the floating black bug. He tapped its shell
once. Then again. And finally, seeing no movement, he gave the bug a
good whack.
Walt cried out as the beast turned over in the water. It was a moment
before he realized that the movement was due to his striking it. It turned
onto its back and floated there without so much as a twitch.
“Are you okay?” Rachel called down in a hushed voice.
“It’s dead!” Walt responded confidently. “Floating on its back.”
“Good,” Rachel said. “Sorry about sending it down your way.”
“I’m just glad you’re okay. Do you see any more of them?”
“No. I’m sure it was just a stray. Look at how small it is.”
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“Crammed in this hole, everything seems kind of big.”
“I’m sure. We’ll have you out of there soon.”
“How many shells do you have left?”
“What do you mean?”
“You’d better reload that shotgun. You can’t have more than a shot
or two left in the magazine.”
Rachel scrambled through her backpack but found only some bare
essentials, some bottled water, and a bit of food.
“Reload it with what?” she called down.
“Harry didn’t leave you the extra shells?”
“I guess he didn’t think of it.”
“Honey,” Walt’s voice cracked, “I want you to look around up there.
Do you see any wood or planks you can use to cover this hole?”
“What are you talking about?”
“You have to head out to the cabin. You’ll never be able to handle
another bug with what you’ve got left in that gun. Catch up with Harry.
Meet him on the way back and reload.”
What’s the wood for?”
“Cover the well in case you two have to stay in the cabin and wait out
the night.”
“No!”
“Don’t argue with me, Rachel!”
“I’m not leaving you here.”
“You’d rather I have to sit down here and listen to you get eaten alive
tonight?”
“You’ll be defenseless!”
“I’ll be hidden. And besides, I’ve still got a gun.”
He looked at the worthless pistol in his hand. On its best day a .22
was just a distraction against the beetles, something to scare them off.
But waterlogged like it was now, the gun was about as much protection
as a rock. He wouldn’t let Rachel know that though.
“Can you see anything?” he asked.
He heard a strange kind of hysterical laughter coming from above
him.
“What is it?” he asked.
“I found something lying here in the grass,” she answered. “I think it
might work.”
“What is it?”
“An old sign painted on a piece of plywood.”
She began to laugh again.
“It says, ‘beware of open well’!”
Walt couldn’t help but giggle a bit himself.
“That would have been useful a little while ago,” he said. “Will it
cover the hole?”
“I think so.”
“Then get to it and let’s get this evening over with.”

“Do you really think you’ll be okay?”
“Those last reports from the city, when the power was still
working...how many people were killed indoors?”
“Quite a few.”
“Only people who were watching T.V. or something. I figure if I
keep quiet and down here, out of their way, they’ll never even notice me.
Besides, by the time you get halfway to the cabin, you’ll probably run
into Harry on his way back. This is just a precaution.”
“I love you.”
“I love you too.”
Silence.
“Now cover me up and get out of here.”
Walt could see that the sky was turning orange as the piece of wood
was slid over the top of the well. He knew they’d never be able to come
back for him before dawn but he didn’t mention that when Rachel said,
“See you in a few minutes.”
Then she dropped the large piece of wood into place and he was in
darkness. He wished he had asked her to drop him a flashlight or
something.
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It was just about dusk when Harry reached the cabin. He looked up at
the darkening sky and realized that with all the tree cover the cabin was
in that it had been out of the bright sunlight for quite awhile. The ground
would already be starting to cool, signaling to the creatures that night
was falling. Harry looked up and saw the small wooden cabin on top of
the hill. There was an old pickup truck parked on flat tires next to it. He
wondered if it still ran. Maybe he could make it back in time after all. If
he could get air into those tires and get that old heap started…
Suddenly, the leaves that covered the ground a few yards away from
him rustled. Instinctively Harry reached for the shotgun that usually
resided over his shoulder. It was no longer there. He watched the pile of
leaves intently and they rustled again. Then a bulge grew beneath the
dirt to the left of them. For a moment the ground all around him seemed
to writhe. He looked to the cabin, took a deep breath and charged for the
front door.
As if thrown by a catapult a large black beetle leapt from beneath the
leaves. Harry could feel dirt hitting his face and the back of his neck.
He would have sworn the beast let out a war cry and he didn’t dare look
back as he heard its six sharp feet pound into the dirt behind him. Harry
jumped up the stairs to the front porch of the cabin and prayed that the
door wasn’t locked. He turned the knob as his momentum pushed the
door open. And then, in an instant he slammed the wooden door closed
behind himself and thrust the full weight of his body against it. His 215
pound frame shook as the beetle struck the door a moment later. The
door shook a couple of more times as the creature threw its body against
it and then gave up. Harry reached into a corner and picked up the one-
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by-four that Walt’s Dad had used as a lock and slid it into the slats to bar
the door.
Cautiously and quietly he walked around to the window and he could
hear the beetle’s armored feet clacking against the wooden planks of the
porch. He could see now that the bug was about four feet long and
nearly three feet high. Its pincers jutted out of its head like two great
saws. At one point it scuttled to the side of the porch near the truck,
which was still in the few remaining rays of the sun. With a loud
screech it backed away into the cover of the shade.
As Harry looked out the window he could see more of the dirt and
leaves shifting and bulging. The entire landscape looked like a bubbling
cauldron.
He turned his attention to the inside of the cabin. It was a simple
layout. One main room, a loft over the fireplace, a kitchen off to one
side and what he guessed was a bedroom and bathroom off to the other.
His mind was put a bit at ease when he saw the large rifle hanging over
the kitchen table. Then, over the couch, he spotted a rifle rack with four
large, gleaming guns in it. He marched into the main bedroom and was
amazed to see what looked like a gun locker. A key that he found in the
nightstand allowed him to open the locker and confirm that it was,
indeed, full of guns. Rifles, automatics, revolvers and something that
looked like an elephant gun. Harry was very pleased to realize that Walt
had not been exaggerating his father’s gun collection. In fact, this was
more firepower than he had hoped to find. He searched the closet, the
bathroom and the loft and still did not find any rope. He found a
trapdoor in the loft under a rug and realized that it led to a room behind
the fireplace. The door was steel, at least two inches thick, hidden in the
middle of a wooden floor. Harry realized that this must be the safe room
Walt had told him about. He climbed down in and hit the light switch on
the wall. Nothing happened.
“The generator,” he said to himself, smacking his forehead.
Harry climbed out of the safe room and peered out of the loft window.
He saw a small utility shed about fifteen yards from the house. Close
enough during the day, but with night falling and the bugs stirring it
might as well be a mile.
He didn’t relish the idea of spending the night in that cabin in the dark
with no power and he realized that the shed might also hold the rope
Walt so desperately needed.
Harry rushed into the main room and grabbed a large deer rifle and
what he thought was probably an elephant gun. He loaded a tremendous
shell into the larger gun and found the deer rifle was already loaded and
ready for action. He removed the plank from the door of the cabin and
slowly opened it. The beetle that had chased him was now at the bottom
of the stairs digging into the dirt. At the sound of the opening door it
turned its attention toward Harry. He looked at those large pincers and
the beast clacked them together. Harry gasped and quickly closed the

door.
He stood there shivering for a moment and realized that waiting
would only make it darker. Only make it harder to see them and bring
more of them out from hiding.
In one quick move he swung the door open, leveled the elephant gun
in his hands and fired. The bug at the bottom of the stairs exploded into
a colorful display of guts, clear liquid and shattered shell. Harry laughed
excitedly at the spectacle.
“Take that, Motherfucker!” he shouted as he danced around on the
porch.
The sound seemed to upset the other bugs because the leaves and
writhing dirt all went stone still. Harry pulled another large shell from
his pocket. He breached the barrel on the tremendous gun and a
smoking spent casing was ejected about five feet behind him. He
reloaded the formidable weapon and snapped the barrel shut. He then
slung it over his shoulder and took up the deer rifle, deciding to keep the
bigger gun as a last resort since he hadn’t found much ammo for it.
Rachel stopped cold when she heard the loud shot echo through the
woods. At first she thought that she must be getting close to Harry and
the cabin, but then realized Harry had left his gun with her. It could be
anyone out in those woods. She looked up at the darkening sky and
decided that come nightfall any human being with a loaded rifle was
someone she was willing to make friends with. Besides, it probably was
Harry with a rifle he had found at the cabin. She ran toward the sound
praying that whoever it was had some rope and that there was still time
to save Walt before it got to be pitch black.
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Walt could hear his teeth chattering and the water lapping in the
darkness that now surrounded him. There was a small hole in the wood
covering the hole all those yards above his head. It was just enough for
him to see some light from above peeking through. That light had now
faded and turned a darkish blue. He knew it was too late for his friends
to come back for him. He prayed that Rachel had made it to the cabin by
now and that Harry would keep her safe until morning. Maybe longer.
The light coming through the small hole disappeared altogether. Walt
held his breath as he heard one of the bugs scuttle across the wood. He
struggled to see in the darkness that surrounded him, but he couldn’t see
his own hand in front of his face.
The body of the bug floating next to him suddenly nudged him and he
squealed like a frightened child. He could hear the feet of the bug above
his head shift on its wooden perch. Unable to see anything Walt still
found himself staring in the direction of the sound. Straining against the
darkness to see anything. He gasped when heard a scratching noise
coming from above him. He tried to cling to the wall silently, but he
could hear his teeth chatter. The water had grown colder in the darkness.

It wasn’t long before sawdust began to rain down upon him. The
creature was digging through the wood with its pincers. Walt held his
breath as blue light poked through the hole the bug made. The light
would blink as the bug pushed its head against the wood and attempted
to peer down the hole. After a few moments the creature gave up and
decided to move on to easier hunting. Walt breathed a quiet sigh of
relief that the beast apparently couldn’t see him in the dark.
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Harry made it to the shed without incident. It had gotten very dark,
very fast though and when he was inside, he was relieved to find a large
flashlight hanging on the wall. He immediately went to work priming
the generator. It needed to be fueled, but once he primed it the wellmaintained machine started right up. He could say this for Walt’s Dad,
the man took care of this cabin while he was alive.
With the generator on, the shed lit up immediately and Harry spotted
a long coil of rope hanging by an axe and some other tools. He snatched
it from the wall and got ready to head back to the cabin, when he heard a
chorus of loud screeches. He looked outside and saw the bugs
desperately trying to dig themselves back into the ground as a slew of
powerful floodlights lit up the property surrounding the cabin. Harry
laughed to himself and stepped outside.
He was greeted by three rat-sized bugs. The middle one hissed at him
and all three straightened themselves up on their six legs trying to make
themselves look bigger. Harry stood still for a moment, afraid to move.
He stared at the trio of bugs. He wondered why they made no move
toward him and then realized that he was in the spotlight of a five
hundred watt Halogen light mounted above his head over the entrance of
the shed.
“You little fuckers really don’t like bright light,” he said with a grin.
He slung the rope over his shoulder, took careful aim with the deer
rifle and shot the middle bug right between the pincers. It dropped dead
to the dirt. The other two scurried off screeching into the darkness
behind the shed. Harry started toward the cabin and then stopped and
turned back. He noticed one brave little bug testing the intensity of the
light over the doorway to the shed. It would scamper forward into the
light and then back away. Forward and then back. Each time it would
get further into the light.
“Oh no you don’t,” Harry whispered. He crouched down, took aim,
and on the bug’s next advance he fired at the broadside of its shell. The
shot was enough to flip the bug over and Harry could see its jointed legs
thrashing as it struggled to turn back onto its belly. He fired a second
shot into the soft segment between its legs and body and nearly split the
bug in half.
Harry marched back to the shed and secured the door. He wanted
those flood lights to last the night. He stood in the protective light of the
shed and stared out into the darkness of the woods. He felt the weight of

the rope on his shoulder and his heart sank. He’d never make it to Walt
and Rachel in time. He could only hope that they’d find a way to last the
night with the shotgun to protect them and then he would make some
excuse when he went back for them in the morning.
Harry felt a bit guilty as he charged back toward the cabin. He did his
best to stay in the light and had to stop twice to fire at some bugs the size
of Great Danes. He hadn’t killed either of them, but the shots were
enough to send them packing and give him time to get to the safety of
the cabin.
With the little bit of moonlight coming in through the hole the bug
had left, Walt felt he was able to make out some shadows and shapes.
As his eyes adjusted he could see the shape of the bug floating a few feet
away from him bob up and down in the water. He could see some of the
stones that made up the walls of the well and he could see something
move against the wall.
He clung closer to the side nearest him. Something had moved! Could
something else be down there with him? Was it just the wind?
Walt squinted and strained to see the shape of the thing that had
moved on the wall. It moved again. It was going up the wall. In little
spurts, this shape about six inches long, was making its way up the wall.
Maybe a rat?
Walt hoped desperately that it was a rat. It was too big to be a normal
bug, but too small to be one of these new mutants. Or aliens. Or
whatever the Hell they were. Or was it? It stood to reason that if they
were all different sizes there could be some this small.
Walt maneuvered the small gun in his hand. He held it like a
hammer. Whatever it was, he’d crush it. Hit it with the handle of the
gun and kill it. Whatever it was he couldn’t leave it alive. If it was a
bug and it sensed him it might signal the others. He read in a pamphlet
at the refugee camp that they might be able to communicate through high
pitched sounds. Maybe even ultra high frequency, which meant it could
be signaling at that very moment and he wouldn’t know. If it was just a
rat, but it made a noise, it might attract the bugs walking all over the
field above him. Bring them down on him like an army. He wouldn’t
stand a chance. Where could he go?
Walt held the gun above his head. He readied himself to hammer the
little beast to death. He’d have to do it in one blow. Rat or bug, if it
screeched it would bring curious bugs into his hiding place.
It ran further up the wall. It was out of his reach. He’d have to hope
now that whatever it was, it didn’t see him and it didn’t make any noise.
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Harry paced the main room of the cabin. His conscience kept tugging
at him to go after his friends, but reason told him that they were lost to
him. He was lucky to have found the cabin. Lucky to be the survivor of
the three. He wished he could have saved Rachel. He should have

brought her with him. Walt would want her to be okay and he could
finally tell her how he felt. His train of thought was broken when a shot
rang out.
Harry ran to the window. He looked out toward the tree line and saw
Rachel standing in a bright beam of light holding a smoking shotgun. A
wounded bug had two of its legs blown off and it staggered in circles at
the edge of the light. Two other small bugs skittered back and forth just
outside of the reach of the protective light.
Harry watched the scene for a long few minutes. He watched as
Rachel bravely poked at the smaller bugs with the barrel of the gun. He
watched her pump the gun in vain several times and try to fire before
admitting to herself that it was empty. He watched her grab the gun by
the still hot barrel and bring the stock down on one bug that got too
brave and ventured into the light. And he saw the horror that washed
over her as a beast that was bigger than a bear lumbered toward her.
Harry looked at the elephant gun. He suddenly felt brave. He pulled
the plank from the door, and with the elephant gun in his hands and two
rifles slung over his shoulders he charged through the lights toward
Rachel. He stopped three yards from her and dropped to one knee. The
elephant gun roared and the slug hit the giant black monster right in the
center of its massive head. It stumbled back a few inches and then
clacked its pincers. It straightened itself up on its massive legs and let
out a hiss that washed hot air over Rachel and Harry.
“Shit!” Harry exclaimed, surprised that the elephant gun hadn’t even
seemed to wound the monster no less blow it to pieces as he expected.
He tossed a rifle from his shoulder to Rachel, who dropped her shotgun
and caught the loaded rifle.
“Let’s go!” he shouted as he switched out the elephant gun for the
second rifle he was carrying. The two of them fired a barrage of bullets
into the darkness and then charged for the cabin. Harry had emptied his
rifle by the time he reached the stairs. He climbed the stairs and opened
the door while Rachel covered him. The two of them rushed inside and
Harry barred the door behind them.
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Walt noticed that there were now figures moving in the water. The
small black shapes were coming from the dead bug next to him,
swimming to the sides and climbing the walls. In an instant he realized
that he was already surrounded. The bug Rachel had shot was pregnant
and her babies were bursting forth. He pressed himself to the wall. If
one of these small creatures realized what he was they’d swarm him. He
wouldn’t stand a chance. He fought the chattering of his teeth. He felt
the spindly legs of one of the creatures brush against him and held back a
cry that would mean his death. He watched in terror as they reached the
wooden barrier between him and the larger bugs at the surface.
Walt watched as the little creatures swarmed around the hole in the
wooden sign. They squeezed themselves through the small hole and

blocked out the light. He could hear the clicking of their shells like the
tapping of computer keys. The sound echoed through the darkness of the
well.
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“Where’s the ammo for this thing?” Rachel insisted as she turned the
rifle in her hands.
Harry pointed to a drawer in the end table under the rifle rack. Rachel
rummaged through the drawer and pulled out a box of cartridges. She
began to load her rifle.
Harry looked out the window at the bugs hovering around the edges
of the pool of light that surrounded the cabin.
“What’s the rush?” he asked. “They’re not even making a move on
this place and I think we’re pretty safe in here.”
“We can’t stay in here,” Rachel said as she stared daggers at Harry.
“We’ve got to load up and go back for Walt.”
Harry pointed out the window. “Back through that? Are you crazy?”
“We can’t just leave him out there! He’s trapped out there in that!”
“He’s dead.”
Rachel smacked him. Harry grasped his face in disbelief.
“The truth hurts. It’s been dark for over an hour.”
“He’s hidden in the well.”
“The things come up from underground. They probably came right
up through that well.”
“He’s got the pistol.”
“That peashooter!?”
“He has to be okay.”
“That gun is soaking wet. It won’t fire. I’m not sure if it ever would
have.”
“I told him we’d come back. You told him you’d come back.”
“Look at it out there! We’d never make it.”
Rachel felt her face burn red as she stared in disbelief at Harry. She
noticed the fire burning in the fireplace. “Made yourself nice and cozy, I
see.”
“I just wanted everything to be ready when we got back with Walt,”
Harry said desperately. “But now, you can see, we can’t go out there.
Not now.”
Rachel felt as if she had never known Harry at all. “I’m going.” She
said as she snatched the rope from the couch and hoisted it over her
shoulder. She cocked the gun and headed for the door.
“Wait!” Harry shouted, holding the door shut.
Rachel pointed her rifle at him. “I’m going!”
“Okay, we’re going.” He walked toward the ladder to the loft. “I just
need to grab a few more things first.”
“Like what?”
“Like ammunition for that elephant gun for one thing. Oh, and a first
aid kit for Walt in case he’s hurt. Can you grab that?”

Rachel walked over to the ladder and shouted up, “Sure, where is it?”
“Down in the shelter. You can get in there from up here.”
He opened the trap door to the safe room as Rachel climbed up into
the loft. Harry helped her climb down the shaky wooden ladder into the
storm room. She looked around the small concrete room and spotted a
first aid kit hanging on the far wall.
“Got it!” she shouted. As she walked toward the first aid kit Harry
pulled the ladder up through the trap door.
“What the hell are you doing?” Rachel shouted.
“This is for your own good! You’ll be safe down there until morning
and we’ll go back to check on Walt.”
As he closed the trapdoor, Harry thought to himself, “And when we
find his body you’ll realize I was right and you’ll forgive me.”
Walt floated in the darkness waiting for the clicking noises to stop.
He waited for light to come through the small hole. He waited for the
sun to come out. He prayed to see Rachel’s face again. He became
colder and colder until finally, he blacked out.
Rachel could hear Harry pacing on the floor above her. It was a very
muffled noise through the thick steel flooring. She heard the shattering
of wood and Harry shout. Shot after shot echoed in the room above her
head. She backed into the corner, snatched a shotgun from the wall next
to her and cowered under a metal table.
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Harry paced back and forth trying to convince himself that he had
done the right thing. Then a noise at the door got his attention. From his
vantage point in the loft he could see that some smaller bugs were
leaping at the doors and windows. The storm proof glass held strong
against the cat-sized beetles. Harry smiled and sat down as he watched
the show. Then he saw the lumbering shadow of the huge beetle he had
shot coming toward the door. The elephant gun was by the door in the
main room. Harry leapt to the ladder and slid down. He charged across
the room and snatched up the elephant gun as the door bulged under the
weight of the giant bug. He could hear the wood crack and watched the
plank splinter as the monster hit it a second time. Harry fired the
elephant gun through the door. His shot finished off the one by four
piece of wood that was holding the door shut and the giant beetle slid its
massive girth into the cabin. A group of smaller bugs scurried over its
back and around the sides of it.
Harry stared at the huge bug in terror. He couldn’t figure out why it
had suddenly overcome its fear of the light. Then he noticed a thick
clear liquid oozing down the front of its black face. His earlier shot had
wounded it. Blinded it. The smaller bugs, which had already been
testing the light, were emboldened by their larger kin and followed it
right through the door.

Harry cried out in pain as one of the smaller bugs latched onto his
leg. He cracked open the barrel of the elephant gun and tried to reload,
but the barrel was hot and he dropped the gun. He kicked the biting
insect from his calf and desperately crawled to the ladder. He pulled
himself up as the giant lumbered through the cabin. It butted its head
against the wall.
Rachel felt the walls shake. She could hear something huge scraping
the concrete wall next to the fireplace.
Harry was whimpering when he pulled himself into the loft. He
dragged himself across the floor toward the trapdoor. Not being able to
stand over the door made his grip on the handle precarious. He pulled on
the rope handle with all of his might, but the angle he was at caused the
rope to break.
A half dozen of the smaller bugs flooded over the side of the loft.
Harry struggled to dig his fingers into the gap between the door and the
floor. His nails were bleeding and breaking, but the door held fast. Two
of the bugs grabbed his legs and dragged him back away from the
trapdoor. They pulled him over the edge and he fell like a brick. With
his legs cut to shreds by their pincers Harry lay helpless on the floor. He
screamed in terror as the giant bug turned on him and rolled over him
like a car. His screams were silenced when the massive, sword-like
pincers cut his head off in one clean blow.
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The sound Walt heard from above his head told him that the bug
walking over the well was heavy. At least one hundred pounds. He
could hear the wood cracking under its massive weight. He knew that if
this beast got hold of him he was in for a painful death. He pointed the
gun toward the opening of the well, released the safety, and pulled the
trigger. His heart sank when he heard the click even though he knew it
was coming. He tried three more times and each time his effort was met
with a click.
Walt looked at the corpse of the bug in front of him. He grasped one
of its fourteen-inch long pincers and pressed his foot against the
creature’s head. He pulled against the pincer. The teeth dug into his
hand and fingers and he began to bleed, but he continued to pull until he
heard a loud cracking noise. He pulled the pincer free just as the wood
over his head splintered and the one hundred pound bug came hurtling
toward him.
The creature stretched out its armored legs, and as it fell, they made a
sound like fingernails on a chalkboard. It tried desperately to get a
footing and slow its fall. It managed to stop just above Walt’s head. He
could see its shadow blocking out the orange glow from the rising sun.
It clung with its six legs spread out like some insane umbrella. Walt
slashed at the bug’s soft underbelly and hit it between the lower links of

its shell. It let out a squeal and then an angry hiss as it flipped itself onto
one wall.
Walt screamed as the beast’s pincers drilled into his left shoulder. It
snatched him from the water and dragged him to the surface as it scuttled
backwards. It moved as if his one hundred and sixty pounds of flesh was
nothing.
Rachel felt the walls shake again as the giant bug outside tried to dig
through the concrete walls once again. Suddenly the lights went out.
They must’ve gotten the generator. The giant bug was actively attacking
the fire. It scattered logs throughout the cabin and the wooden structure
was soon set ablaze. Rachel cried as the small concrete room filled with
smoke. Without the generator running the filtration fans couldn’t run.
She grasped a flashlight from the metal table and used it to find the
vents. She closed them manually, figuring that keeping the smoke filled
air out was more important then worrying about how many hours of air
the room currently held.
She covered her ears to drown out the noises of the screeching insects
caught in the fire.
Walt lay in the dirt where the bug dropped him when they came over
the edge of the well. It was staring at him. Sizing him up. He rolled
onto his stomach and then pushed himself up until he was kneeling
before the monster with his makeshift weapon at the ready in his right
hand.
The bug hissed and charged at him. Walt brought the stolen pincer
down and it glanced off of the armor of his attacker, but the strike was
enough to get it to back off. The two of them stared at each other. Walt
shifted the weapon in his hand and held it low to his side. He waited.
This time, when the bug charged, he swung it up under the monster’s
shell and flipped it onto its back. Its legs thrashed and Walt stabbed
down with the pincer. He used it like a pry bar and jammed it under one
of the belly shells. The exoskeleton made a squishing noise as it popped
off of the bug’s body. Clear liquid oozed from the wound as the insect’s
legs slowly stopped moving.
Walt leapt to his feet and looked around at the other bugs. He
watched as they tried to dig their heads into the sand to avoid the rising
sun.
“Rachel!” he shouted as he turned toward the woods. He charged into
the trees with one thought in his head. He had to save Rachel.
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Walt saw the smoke as he approached the cabin. All around him bugs
were digging back into the ground. He held tight to his new weapon and
ran up to the cabin. Walt dug his way through the rubble of what used to
be his father’s pride and joy. He saw the charred remains of Harry and
the giant burnt out shell of the monstrous beast that had caused the blaze.

The metal ladder to the safe room was lying on the floor next to the
fireplace. Walt set up the ladder against the concrete and climbed the
ladder. He kept praying to himself that the insulation to the room held
and that Rachel hadn’t been cooked alive inside the stone structure.
He used the cannibalized pincer as a handle and pried open the
trapdoor. He looked down into the darkness and saw the smiling face of
Rachel looking back up at him.
“I’ll go get a rope,” Walt said.
“Don’t you move an inch!” Rachel shouted. She tossed the rope she
had been carrying to save Walt up to him. “I’m not letting you out of my
sight until we reach Canada!”

THE END
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THE WHOLE OF TIME
Jason L. Liquori
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The small silver disc shone against the stark brown sand of
Precambrian Earth. The Thorandi explorers watched their scanners and
listened to the bleeps and blips emitted by the computers. All of the
information they had indicated that this planet wouldn’t produce a life
form worthy of communication or trade for at least 6 million centuries.
The information was catalogued and the two Thorandi prepared to move
on to the next system for exploration.
The Thorandi looked roughly humanoid, although they stood 7 foot
tall and had tremendous humps of muscle on their backs. Their insectlike eyes took in their surroundings from every angle and their threefingered hands still sported thick claws which were now only useful in
sports since they’d long evolved past hunting or battle that didn’t involve
machines. Ever since the Thorandi had reached out into space they had
longed to find life forms with which they could interact, learn from, or
teach. The temporal drives they had developed for deep space travel
would allow them to visit any system in any period of time and they
could easily traverse the 600 million years it would take for life to evolve
on this desolate rock, but the Thorandi had learned early on that time
travel was not to be taken lightly. It was decided that the temporal drive
would only be used to close the gap of space. A ship would travel light
years and yet arrive home mere days after it had left.
Corlax, the pilot of the Thorandi vessel fired up the temporal drive. A
bubble formed around the ship and time within the vessel ceased to exist.
The ship slowly began to float above the planet’s surface and then an ear
piercing siren cried throughout the ship. Corlax tried desperately to
stabilize the temporal drive, but it was too late. The Earth seemed to
spin rapidly beneath them. The ship, safe within its bubble wasn’t
affected, as the small planet orbited furiously past them over and over
again. Thousands and then millions of years passed as the Earth grew
green with life. Mountains rose on her surface and then it happened. A

collision. Sometime in the Jurassic period the Thorandi ship hit a
mountain that seemed to spring out of nowhere. The temporal bubble
burst and the ship was fused with the rock and dirt.
It would be 65 million years before any intelligent life would exist on
this world and it would be much longer than that before the temporal
radiation from the damaged drive stopped leaking.

42

Jake hit the ground hard. He hadn’t even seen the hole that he
must’ve stepped into. Looking up, all he could see was solid rock but it
felt like he must have fallen at least 10 feet. The rock ceiling that he
could see was 20 feet or so away.
He dusted off his black leather jacket and began to shout out to for his
girlfriend.
“Jenny! Jenny, can you hear me? I fell into a damn hole,” he
shouted.
“Who is he shouting at?”
Jake stopped cold. The voice had come from behind him. The accent
was strange, but distinctly British, which made sense since he and Jenny
were hiking in Scotland. Still, the idea of someone behind him in this
cave was a little unnerving. He slowly turned and what he saw confused
him even more.
“So, who are you shouting at?” the woman asked again. She was
dressed like she had escaped from a Renaissance fair. Her dress was
tattered and torn, and her long red hair was less than neat, but that wasn’t
the strange thing. Her companions were.
On her left sat a man, about 40, wearing a cowboy hat and chaps. He
had two Colt Peacemakers slung across his waist. He tipped his hat and
smiled, revealing a mouth full of yellowish teeth. On her right was a
man wearing a leather flight helmet. His hands were tied and a
handkerchief covered his mouth. What really caught Jake’s eye was the
swastika embroidered onto his flight suit.
“My girlfriend,” Jake stuttered as he stared at the German pilot. “I
was shouting to my girlfriend. She’s right up there. She can get us out
of here.”
“She ain’t up there no more,” the cowboy said with a smirk. “Ain’t
nobody up there. We all shouted ourselves hoarse.”
“Not me,” the woman chimed in. She couldn’t have been more than
18, but her eyes seemed to belong to a much older woman. “I didn’t
have anyone I wanted to find me.”
Jake motioned toward the pilot. “It doesn’t look like it would do him
much good to call out.”
The cowboy laughed and stood up. “That bastard was mumbling in
some nonsense language and then he pointed this at me.”
He produced a Luger that he had kept tucked in the back of his pants.
“I don’t know what kind it is,” the cowboy said, “but I knows a gun
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when I see one.”
“So, Clyde pummeled him and we thought it best to tie him up,” the
woman said. “And when he woke up and started shouting that witchcraft
at us, we decided it would be best to silence him.”
The German seemed to understand that and he began to grunt and
moan beneath his muzzle.
Jake shook his head and looked over at the cowboy. He held out his
hand. “Clyde, I presume.”
Clyde shook his hand. “At your service.”
“Jake. Pleased to meet you,” Jake said. He turned to the woman.
“And you would be. . . ”
“My name is Lady Newworth,” she said.
“But I just been calling her Betty,” Clyde smirked.
“Pleased to meet you Miss Newworth,” Jake said as he sat down in
the dirt. “So, how long have you all been here?”
“Hard to tell,” Clyde said. “Without the sun to gauge the days and
nights by. Seems like forever sometimes, but Betty here just dropped in
a few minutes before you. I think.”
Jake looked around. He couldn’t see an opening anywhere.
Something in the far corner glinted a bit like metal and he spotted what
could have been a hole in the far corner, but it was just deep dark
blackness after a few feet.
“You can’t see the sun,” Jake said.
“No,” Betty said. “Not a hint of it.”
“Then where is this light coming from?” Jake said, as he noticed there
was no fire or flashlights in the small cave.
“It’s one of the many mysteries of this place,” Betty said. “Probably
all witchcraft from that Heathen!” She motioned to the German pilot.
“I don’t think so,” Jake said. He looked over at the pilot. “Has he
told you anything?”
“Nothing we could understand,” Clyde answered.
Jake walked over to the pilot and crouched in front of him. “You
speak some English, don’t you?”
The pilot stared at him suspiciously.
“If you were flying over Scotland it’s likely they made sure you knew
some English in case you crashed,” Jake said. “You probably even have
a pretty decent accent.”
The pilot still didn’t answer, but Jake was able to see in his eyes that
he understood.
Jake looked around at the motley crew again. He took into account
that there was no visible source of light, and yet the cave was illuminated
enough to see. He noticed that there was no breeze, and yet everyone
seemed to be able to breathe just fine. Something in this cave wasn’t
right and Jake was determined to know what it was.
“Well, it’s obvious you guys aren’t all actors from some movie set on
a break,” he said, “so I think we should get all the information we can.
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That means questioning our friend here.”
“Be my guest if you think you can talk to him,” Clyde said.
“I have no desire to hear the barbarian’s ramblings again,” Betty said,
“but if we must. . .”
Jake carefully reached forward to pull the handkerchief from the
pilot’s mouth. Immediately the man began screaming in German. Spit
shot forth from his foaming mouth as he cursed the lot of them.
“Hey!” Jake shouted. “Hey! English! English!”
Clyde suddenly pushed Jake aside and landed a right cross onto the
German’s jaw. The man fell silent. He looked up at Clyde and then
turned and spit some blood into the dirt. He turned his attention to Jake.
“I will not talk,” the pilot said.
“I don’t want any military secrets,” Jake said. “Don’t need `em. I’ve
got news for you buddy. You lost. The war’s been over for 70 years and
Germany lost. They make a hell of a car though.”
The pilot stared at him in disbelief. Stunned.
“Impossible,” he said. “We are unbeatable!”
“You’re sure not,” Clyde said.
The young pilot seemed defeated by the statement.
“Look,” Jake said. “I just want to know your story. How did you get
here?”
The pilot remained silent.
“Fine,” Jake said. “Let’s start with your name.”
The pilot gritted his teeth and shook his head.
“Okay, Kraus it is,” Jake said. “So, Kraus, let me take a guess. You
had just finished a bomb run over the UK and were headed home. Am I
close?”
Again, Kraus’s eyes told the story. He couldn’t believe how much
Jake seemed to know.
“But how did that land you in here?” Jake asked. “You bailed out
maybe?”
“My plane had been hit,” Kraus finally said. “I had to land. It was
not a soft landing, but I hid the plane. You’ll never find it!”
“Not looking for it,” Jake said.
“I saw this hilltop,” Kraus said. “It seemed like a good place to signal
my brethren for help. I tried to climb to a good position, but I fell into a
hole and wound up here. With him!”
Clyde smiled.
“Ever see the hole, Kraus?” Jake asked.
Kraus seemed to think about it for a moment and then he shook his
head. “It was dark, but I never really felt it either. One moment I was on
solid ground and the next I was here. Falling.”
Jake nodded his head.
“How about you, Clyde?” he asked, but before Clyde could answer
there was a loud thud followed by a deafening grunt.
“More company,” Clyde said.
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Betty screamed as the others turned to see their new companion. He
was a stout, broad-shouldered man, covered in hair and wearing what
appeared to be an animal skin. His low set brow immediately registered
with Jake, but it was his clothes that triggered Clyde’s reaction.
“Injin!” he shouted as he drew his gun.
“No!” Jake shouted, but it was too late. Clyde was quick and he had
two shots off before Jake could grab hold of his wrist and point his
muzzle toward the ground.
The .45’s ripped into the brute’s shoulder and abdomen and sent him
reeling into the stone wall. The shock only lasted for a moment though.
His animalistic instincts kicked in and he charged at Clyde and Jake.
The three of them hit the dirt in a pile of flailing arms and legs.
Clyde was the first one to wrestle himself free. He drew his second
gun, but this time the primitive man recognized it as a weapon. He
grabbed Clyde’s arm and bit down hard on his wrist causing him to drop
the gun. Jake rolled to the side and got to his feet in time to see Clyde
land a powerful right jab square into the low forehead of the caveman.
The newcomer didn’t seem fazed by the hit. Two more punches from
Clyde had roughly the same effect. None.
With one backhanded swing and a war cry that shook the walls, the
caveman sent Clyde flying through the air. He hit the rock floor hard
and didn’t move.
Betty screamed again and the hairy man turned to face her. He was
breathing heavily and his shoulder was stained with blood. He lurched
toward Betty but never reached her. A kick to the side of his head sent
him stumbling to the ground. He climbed to his feet to face Jake, who
had now positioned himself between the caveman and Betty.
“I don’t think he has any idea what’s going on,” Jake said to Betty.
“I think he killed Clyde,” she whimpered.
The caveman charged at Jake. Jake let out a loud shout and his foot
shot forward. The steel tip of his heavy hiking boot made contact with
the brute’s nose and with a yelp of pain and a spurt of blood the huge
hairy man hit the floor.
He looked up at Jake and then quickly averted his eyes.
“I think that did it,” Jake said.
“Still, I’d feel better if we tied him up too,” Clyde’s voice rang out
from the corner.
Betty and Jake turned to see him lying in the dirt rubbing his head.
They began to laugh, but their joy didn’t last long.
“What do you mean 'too'?” Kraus said. He grabbed Clyde by the
collar and pulled him to his feet. He shoved the barrel of one of the .45’s
into Clyde’s ribs.
“Oh shit,” was all Clyde managed to say before Kraus shot him.
The sound of the gun made the caveman whimper and curl up into a
ball.
Clyde fell to the floor. Kraus shot him again in the gut. Clyde

grunted and Jake took a step toward Kraus. The pilot had the gun
pointed at him in the blink of an eye.
“Think about it!” Kraus shouted. “Any sense in you both dying?”
“So you’re just going to kill us all with that thing?” Betty demanded.
“Not yet,” Kraus answered. “I may need you to get out of here.”
He turned to look at Clyde again. “But this one I just don’t like.”
The next shot ripped through Clyde’s skull. The resulting gore
caused Betty to faint. Jake would have caught her, but his eyes were
fixed on Kraus, so she swooned into the dirt. He felt a little bad about
that.
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After what seemed like a few hours, Betty awoke with her head
cradled in Jake’s lap. Kraus was sitting on a rock, still holding one of
the strange, loud weapons and pointing it at her.
“Ah, princess,” Kraus said. “I see you’re once again in the land of the
living.”
Betty stared at him confused. She glanced up at Jake.
“What’s happening?” she asked.
“Well, while Clyde and I were fighting with Torgo over there,” he
said, motioning toward the caveman, “Kraus broke his bonds and got the
drop on us.”
“Clyde!” Betty shouted as she sat bolt upright. She glanced toward
where Clyde had fallen dead and saw that his body was now covered by
Jake’s leather jacket. “Then he is dead?”
“Yes,” Kraus said. “I guess I should have questioned him first, but
I’m impetuous sometimes.” He stood up and walked toward Betty and
Jake. He waved the Luger in front of her face.
“Perhaps it’s time you told me your story,” Kraus said snidely. “Jake
told me his while you slept, and that brute seems as if he may be a
mental deficient.” He motioned to Torgo. “He won’t be able to tell us
anything useful. So, tell me, princess, how did you find yourself here
among the damned?”
Betty straightened up and stared Kraus in the eye.
“I had no desire to be a princess,” she said with venom. “In fact, it is
because of a prince I find myself here!”
“Do tell,” Kraus said with a smile as he sat back down upon his rock.
Torgo watched quietly from a corner. Betty noticed that he had a
bloody piece of cloth around his shoulder and was holding another
against his side where he had been shot. She glanced at Jake’s torn Tshirt as she continued her story.
“Wishing to get into the King’s good graces my father promised me
in marriage to the prince of a foreign land with which the King wished to
do trade,” Betty said. “But I found him repulsive and would as much
have married him as married a mule!”
Kraus laughed. Even Jake caught himself snickering.
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Betty gave them each a hard look and they fell silent. She continued
her tale. “At my father’s behest I met with the foreign prince at his
encampment. I stood his company as long as I could, but finally I spoke
my mind and told him that our marriage was not to be. That is when he
tried to force himself upon me!”
Anger washed over Jake’s face.
“And as he should have done,” Kraus said. “You were promised to
him.”
Before Jake could speak in her defense, Betty corrected Kraus, “I am
no man’s trinket to be given away!”
She turned to Jake and saw that he supported her so she went on. “I
stopped him cold by placing my knee in the area he so wished to satisfy,
and as he fell in agony I burst from the tent. I ran into the woods and he
and his guard gave chase. Knowing that I could never outrun their
horses on flat land I decided to climb this wretched rock, and before I
knew it a strange sensation of falling came over me and I landed in
here.”
“Never saw the hole, did you?” Kraus asked.
Betty shook her head.
“None of us did,” he pointed out, “and I think that our friend here has
a theory on why that is.” He motioned toward Jake. “Care to explain?”
“Maybe if you put that gun down,” Jake said.
“What if I shot your pet?” Kraus said, pointing the gun at Torgo.
Jake stared at him defiantly. A shot rang out and the stone above
Torgo’s head shattered as the caveman cowered fearing he would be shot
again. As the dust settled it revealed a shiny metallic slab.
Jake got to his feet. Kraus pointed the gun at him, but then noticed
the glint of the metal and after a moment, both men slowly walked
toward the strange slab. Torgo scampered out of their way. Jake ran his
hand over it.
“Well, I think that this might have something to do with it,” Jake said.
“Explain!” Kraus shouted. He pointed the gun at Torgo again. “I
shall not miss a second time!”
“Okay!” Jake shouted. “Okay.”
He turned to face Betty who now had Torgo cowering next to her.
“We all seem to have entered this place from the same geographic
location,” Jake explained. “A mountain or hill in Scotland. What’s
different is the time we entered. Not just the time of day. We were
separated by centuries outside of this place, but all fell into this same
moment.”
He points to Torgo. “He looks to be from 10,000 years ago.”
“What has this to do with a metallic wall?” Kraus demanded.
“Something must have caused the disturbance in time,” Jake said. “A
piece of very advanced technology. Advanced even beyond my time.
The question is, why?”
“It was just an accident,” a voice said as a man in a shiny silver flight
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suit appeared before them.
Kraus immediately turned and fired the Luger, but the bullet didn’t
even seem to register with the stranger. It exploded against his silver
suit. The newcomer raised a large-barreled white plastic pistol and a
streak of light burst forth from it. In an instant Kraus was reduced to
dust by a searing heat.
“What the Hell?!” Jake shouted. Torgo and Betty watched silently in
disbelief.
“My name is Jones,” the man said. “Tiberius Jones. I am from the
year 2567 and I have traveled through time, to this moment, in order to
take care of you.”
“You know the way out of this place?” Betty asked.
“There is no way out of this place,” Jones said, “except to dig through
miles of rock. And there’s no telling when you’d emerge.”
“What do you mean?” Jake demanded.
“You’re trapped inside of a time disruption,” Jones explained. He
motioned toward the metallic shape in the wall of the cave. “We suspect
that an alien craft caused it. I’ve been sent back to stop the ensuing
temporal radiation from causing any problems.”
“So you can get us out of here?” Jake asked.
“I can, but I won’t,” Jones answered.
“What are you saying, sir?!” Betty shouted.
“One of you I may have been able to save,” Jones continued. “A
person disappears and reappears a few days later. That may not effect
history too much, but you, all of you, here together. The information
you’ve exchanged. The things about the future she may have learned.”
“You’re going to leave us here?” Jake said.
“No. That would be cruel,” Jones replied. “I’m going to kill you.”
He pointed the gun at Jake, but the beam of light went wide when
Torgo flung himself at Jones. The laser weapon cut a long gash in the
stone of the cave and revealed that the metal in the wall was actually a
door.
Torgo pushed Jones back and caused the time traveler to hit the stone
wall with a thud. He fell to the ground dazed.
Jake slammed his fist against a small square panel next to the door
within the cave wall and the door slid open. Inside was the body of a
Thorandi. His body was badly mangled and it was obvious he had been
killed in the crash. Corlax was nowhere to be seen, however.
Jake held his hand out to Betty. “Come on,” he said. “If there is a
way out of here, it’s in here.”
Betty took his hand and the two of them reluctantly stepped through
the shining metal doorway into the cockpit of the Thorandi ship.
Just then a howl from Torgo got their attention and they turned to see
Jones back on his feet. He fired at the caveman and with a whimper
Torgo was reduced to ash.
“You didn’t have to do that!” Jake shouted angrily. “He couldn’t
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have told anyone anything! He could have been sent home!”
“With two bullets in him from 1885?” Jones pointed out. “I think not.
What would archeologists make of such a thing?”
Jones raised the gun so that it pointed squarely at Jake and Betty.
Jake instinctively put his arm around the woman and tried to shield her
body with his. She hid her face in his chest. Both of them knew that it
would do no good against the devastating power of Jones’s weapon.
He fired. Jake and Betty were right. Their bodies could not stand up
to the power of Jones’s blaster, but the Thorandi metal could. Just as
Jones fired his beam the cockpit door slammed shut.
“No!” Jones shouted. “No! You can’t!”
After a moment Betty and Jake risked opening their eyes. They saw
the cockpit door was closed and realized that they were still alive.
“How?” Betty asked looking up into Jake’s eyes.
“I think maybe him,” Jake said.
Betty turned and gasped as the sight of Corlax standing in the corner
of the cockpit came into view.
“Where did he come from?” she asked.
Before Jake could answer Corlax blinked in and out of view. He
stumbled a bit and then steadied himself against the control panel of the
ship.
“I think he’s always been here,” Jake explained. “I think he’s trapped
here like us, only he’s having trouble remaining in this time distortion.”
Corlax punched some buttons on the control panel. A computerized
version of his voice croaked forth from a speaker as the creature spoke
and the machine translated it into English.
“Very…goood…human,” Corlax said. “I have been exposed to this
temporal radiation for far too long. My atoms are being scattered
throughout time.”
His body distorted; parts of it seeming to decay before their eyes
while other parts shrank and then grew again. It all looked very painful.
“Will that happen to us?” Betty asked, clutching at Jake’s arm.
“I’m afraid it will if we stay here,” he said.
Just then the door to the cockpit began to glow red in the center. A
slight humming noise could be heard from the other side.
“Son of a bitch!” Jake shouted.
“He’ll cut through in a few moments,” Corlax explained. “Even his
primitive weapon will eventually melt through the door.”
“Can you help us?” Jake asked.
Corlax nodded. A few more punches of the controls on his panel
caused one of the walls to melt away. Jake and Betty could see out onto
the base of the mountain.
“Whose time is it?” Betty asked. “Yours or mine?”
The door began to glow white hot and drops of liquid metal fell to the
floor.
“I’m not sure,” Jake said. He looked to Corlax, but the Thorandi was

in no condition to answer. His skin seemed to be melting away.
“I guess it’s our time now,” Jake said.
The two stepped toward the portal.
“Stop!” Jones shouted. “You’ll do endless harm to the time stream if
you speak of what you’ve learned to anyone! Anyone!”
“Go,” Jake said as he pushed Betty through the portal.
He stepped into the line of Jones’s beam just as the time traveler shot
at Betty’s back. He never knew that he saved her life as he was reduced
to ash.
Betty stumbled down the side of the mountain and into the path of
one of the prince’s guards. His horse knocked her onto her back where
she fell unconscious. She dreamt of all that had happened and felt as if
she had told the prince, her father, even the King of all she had learned.
A few days later, Betty awoke to banging on her chamber door.
“Who is there?” she demanded.
The door burst open in response and two guards stormed into her
room. They scooped her from her bed and began to drag her toward the
door.
“What are you doing?” she shouted.
“You’re under arrest,” a voice answered from the hall.
“That voice,” Betty said. “It can’t be.”
She watched in horror as Jones entered the room. He was dressed as
a priest and pointing an accusing finger at her. “Lady Newworth, you
are accused of witchcraft and consorting with demons.”
“On what grounds?!” Betty shouted as the guards clamped irons onto
her wrists.
“Your wild stories and ramblings over the course of the last few
days,” Jones replied. “Stories of sticks that make thunder and giant
creatures who travel through walls! Obviously the work of the Devil!”
The guards dragged her from the room.
“You are to be burnt at the stake!”
The End
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FRONT WINDOW:
AN ALIEN VENGEANCE TALE
Jason L. Liquori
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Look at them over there. Two beautiful women holding hands and
stumbling drunk back to one’s apartment. They stop and kiss deeply.
It’s a sloppy wet kiss. The kind only two horny drunks who just found
each other can share. They’re in love for the moment. It’s any redblooded man’s fantasy and I’ve got a front row seat here in my stolen
car.
Oh, don’t look at me that way. I had to steal a car. He would have
recognized my car. I’ve been using it to follow him for over a month
now. This beaten up old shitbox, with its rusted fenders and door
painted in gray primer makes me miss that little SUV the county used to
have me run around in. It wasn’t fast but it was clean and the air
conditioner worked. Whoever I stole this heap from is probably glad to
be rid of it.
Oh, I guess that word “him” is throwing you. I was talking about two
beautiful women. Well, the blonde. The one with the big chest and bad
fitting leather jacket: she’s “him”. I know, you’d never guess to look at
her. And she’s not a transvestite. I’m sure that other girl, the cute little
brunette with the shoulder length hair and the curves that a Formula
driver couldn’t handle, thinks that she’s all woman. I’ll bet that breast
she’s groping at this very minute feels one hundred percent genuine. For
all intents and purposes it is genuine. He works that way. He did nice
work on the legs too. They fill out those fishnet stockings beautifully.
He’s pushing her up against a lamppost now; going for a deep kiss
with that one spotlight over them as if they’re in some old romance film.

Hollywood sure has changed him.
Okay, maybe “he” isn’t the right pronoun. “It” probably fits the
quivering mass of goo better as a description. Oh, an alien quivering
mass of goo is what that blonde looks like when she’s not putting on a
front. And a nice front it is. Certainly nicer than the tentacled freak
show I tangled with back in Florida.
I can see you’re confused. Let me start with me. They’ve gone inside
now and I can’t kill the bastard in broad daylight. I’ll have to wait until
they’re upstairs and off the street. Getting into a little apartment
building in this neighborhood shouldn’t be too difficult. Not too many
units, but still looks like enough that someone will buzz me in without
asking too many questions.
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About a month ago these kids got themselves in trouble at a junkyard.
I was the only law around when they reported that “Dad” Johnson, the
owner of the junkyard, had been shot and killed. And killed he was.
Shot by the daughter he’d been sexually abusing the last six years or so.
She had just turned 18 and was tired of the way he was treating her.
That would have been a pretty cut and dry case of self-defense since I
found the big bastard’s body with a hole in his head and his dick hanging
out, but I later got reports that he was walking around the woods on his
property and had attacked another girl. Well, his daughter Jan, the one
who shot him, decided she needed to kill him again, but she wound up
killing lots of people. She and another girl, Nina, said that a shape
shifting alien was responsible for all the confusion. It was pretty clear
that the trauma of killing her father had cost Jan her sanity. When I
found her she was in her nightgown, covered in blood, and clutching a
rock she had just used to bludgeon Nina. As for the very sexy Nina, she
was never the sharpest tool in the shed and the wounds to her head could
have made her delirious.
Nina slipped into a coma shortly after giving her statement and Jan
went on trial until she was finally found mentally incompetent and
institutionalized. She seemed pretty lucid at times though and I decided
to investigate her story. I learned more about this alien bastard than I
ever wanted to know and I guess his phallic-shaped tentacles are what
led me to think of him as a “he”. That and the fact that he tends to use
the tentacles as probes. The way he enters the women he probes is
disturbing to say the least. I don’t often get the chance to stop him. Poor
Jan must’ve felt as if she was being raped all over again.
They’re inside now. He does like the ladies. I guess he picked this
one and found out she’s a lesbian afterwards. He followed her to some
bar, figured out her type and made himself the perfect pickup for her.
Lucky for me he seems to have formed some sort of sentimental
attachment to that beat up old leather jacket. It’s been my only link to
identify him as he’s switched from one form to another for a couple of
weeks now. Before that I just followed the trail of bodies, never really

knowing who I was looking for from one town to the next. Always a
step behind until an eyewitness gave a description I could use.
A big burly biker went into that lesbian bar and this hot little blonde
number came out. And she came out with a fresh victim and that tattered
black leather jacket. Now, let me find out which apartment they went to
while I’ve been explaining myself. A quick license plate check with this
app on my phone and I should have something. I just hope that the alien
bastard stole the car and apartment from the same person. Well, the car
is registered to someone who lives here. An 82 year old woman. That’s
a good sign that this is the place. Wonder what he did to that woman and
how that biker fit into it all. Maybe it’s best not to think about that.
What the hell? I guess that brunette wasn’t as drunk as I had her
pegged for. She’s coming out and it can’t have been more than two or
three minutes. I figured I had least 20 minutes of foreplay before I had
to charge in there to the rescue.
It’s not like him to let one get away, but here she is. She must have
snuck out while he was in the bathroom or something. Probably got a
bad vibe off of him. Maybe that old lady’s apartment made it look like
he lives with his mom or something. Hey, look at that under her arm.
She stole his jacket. Good girl. Now walk away so I can do my thing.
Enjoy your spoils and get someplace safe.
These apartment building doors are always so easy to get into. Just
buzz everyone. Someone is bound to be expecting a booty call or late
night pizza. A short second later and I’m in. Now, that apartment
number was 305 according to my phone. To think, I didn’t want to pay
for a smarter phone. It’s like having a snitch in my pocket or access to
my old squad computer, which is good since the Sheriff’s Department
asked me to take a leave of absence when I insisted on chasing down an
alien. It’s just as well, I guess, since I wouldn’t have any jurisdiction
way out here on the West Coast. Heck, my jurisdiction wasn’t any good
past that backward town where I grew up.
Through the lobby and to the elevator. Why are lobbies out here
always half outside? The whole center of this building is like some
motel courtyard closed inside of a gigantic fish tank. It’s like somebody
shrunk down a mall. There are trees growing inside. I just don’t
understand it. At least the elevator is a bit normal. Wood paneling and
steel plates. I hate elevator music, but this is a good time to check my
gun. I want to make sure this thing fires. As far as I know our horny
friend has been shot before and walked off none the worse for wear, but I
feel better with a loaded gun in my hand. These hollow point shells
should at least slow him down. Maybe they’ll even do enough damage
for me to trap him. If I can catch him I might be able to get Jan out of
that asylum. Something appropriate about checking the magazine while
an elevator version of “Another One Bites the Dust” plays.
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And here we are. The third floor. Better hold this gun out of sight
until I clear the elevator and make sure nobody is waiting in the hallway.
Apartment 305 is right at the end of the hall.
These interior apartment doors are a different story. I can’t just knock
and pretend to be a pizza delivery guy. I doubt our visitor from another
world would fall for that. Next best thing. Kick it in!
Watch that hunk of wood fly open! Rawr! Nothing makes a guy feel
macho like busting a door a down with his foot. And nothing is quite as
humbling as the pain that follows.
I’ll try not to limp while I check the room.
Nothing.
Must be in the bedroom.
Another door to kick down. One…two…three…-!
Whammo!
What the fu----!? The brunette! I just saw her leave. I’m an idiot! I
was so sure that was her, but here she is, poor thing, naked and covered
in that familiar thick slime. The viscous stuff is all over her body and
the shiny goop is thickest around her thighs. He went straight to probing
her. Look at the terror on her face. She never knew what was happening
to her, but it still terrified her. The bastard doesn’t just invade their
bodies. He tears at their minds! Rips their memories out for his future
use. And I let it happen! He’s gotten away again. He’ll do this again.
I can hear the neighbors outside. One of them will call the cops soon.
Kicking in doors makes quite a bit of noise. It tends to upset people too.
Not much time to look for clues here. I’ve got to try and catch up with
him. He must’ve known I was getting close to rush through his
experience with the likes of her. I know how he likes to savor the
moment. He got a lot of bad habits from that molesting bastard, Dad,
when he first took his form. Poor girl. I should’ve saved her. I could
have back down on the street. I was just scared of getting caught myself.
I was protecting myself and she paid the price.
Man, running down stairs really wears me out, but he’s got a good
lead on me and I’ve got to get scarce before the cops get here. I’ll find
him though, no matter who he is now.
Maybe I should steal a better car.
THE END
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Here, I would like to single out
my sister, Patrice.
Bringing home “Lone Ranger” radio shows
on vinyl when I was a kid most likely
contributed to my love for Westerns,
which was reawakened recently.
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OFF THE RAILS
Jason L. Liquori
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The early morning sun rose over the station and painted the sky
orange and yellow. Steam from the brakes on the train filled the air like
a thick London fog as the tremendous iron horse screeched to a halt. The
few passengers who were getting off in the small Western town stepped
from the train. Workmen began to unload cargo from freight cars at the
back.
Sandra, a nineteen year old girl of slight build with dark hair, watched
the activity from the bench where she sat with her father. The old man
looked down at her with a deep sadness in his eyes. She could feel his
cold stare. She glanced up at him and saw that he was tired. He looked
defeated. She let a slight smile form on her lips, and the old, whitehaired man forced an awkward smile onto his wrinkled face.
Ted Wainright wasn’t happy to be sending his daughter away. She
was all he had in his life after his wife passed away a year earlier. The
trouble with their son had brought on the sickness, and in the end he was
sure that it was sadness that killed her. Mrs. Wainright had run the
household for over a decade while her husband built up the mining
company. He had become quite wealthy. Well-known. Even powerful.
But all of his power and money couldn’t save his wife, and now he was
being forced to send his daughter away. What else could he do? In her
condition keeping her in town with him would cause a scandal - a bigger
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scandal than the one that had killed his wife - or at least make the details
of that scandal more public. Sending her back East seemed like the best
thing to do for her. In a big city like New York, with his sister and her
husband, Sandra could blend into the woodwork. She could take care of
her…problem and start life over. She was getting older, but there was
still time for her to find a husband if family skeletons didn’t get in the
way.
Sandra stood as the porter approached to take her trunk. The stout,
round little man grabbed the straps around her tremendous trunk and
dragged it onto his wheeled cart.
“Is this all, ma’am?” he asked, as he rubbed his hands on his uniform
coat.
At this, Wainright stood up and tossed a coin to the man. "The rest of
her things have been sent on ahead, Mr….um-"
“Dooley, sir,” the porter responded proudly, as he caught the coin and
straightened up.
Wainright put his arm around Dooley’s shoulder and took him aside.
“Well, Mr. Dooley…”
“Just Dooley, Mr. Wainright,” Dooley interrupted excitedly.
“Dooley,” Wainright said with a nod. “So, you know who I am?”
“Everyone with the railroad knows you, Mr. Wainright, sir. Why,
without your mines there wouldn’t even be a stop in this little town.”
Wainright smiled. “Of course. Well, this is my daughter, Sandra.
Please be sure to take care of her until she is safely at her destination.”
He handed Dooley a crisp ten dollar note.
Dooley looked down at the printed money and his face lit up. He was
as much proud of the special responsibility as he was happy to have such
a large tip. He straightened up again and looked at Sandra. “Anything
you need miss, anything at all, you just ask old Dooley!” He grabbed his
cart and whistled as he rolled it toward the train.
Sandra smiled politely as he turned and walked away. She then
turned her eyes to her father.
“That wasn’t necessary, Daddy.”
“I just want to see that you’re taken care of.”
“That’s what this all about, isn’t it? The whole trip is to take care of
me. To get me out of harm’s way. Out of the eyes of the vicious
rumblings of this awful little town and its awful little people.”
Wainright looked down at his shoes. He didn’t know what to say.
First his wife, then his son, and now he was losing his daughter. He
could go and see her, but he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to look at her
as his little girl again. He knew her trouble wasn’t her fault, but he
found himself ashamed of her nonetheless. He hated himself for it.
Sandra picked up a small satchel from near her feet and with a tear in
her eye she kissed her father on the cheek and headed for the train. She
paused and looked over her shoulder at him. He couldn’t meet her gaze.
He snorted and silently turned back toward the station. With his head
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hung low he walked off and she wasn’t sure if she’d ever see him again.
Suddenly Dooley appeared on the steps of the train with his hand
outstretched.
“Let me get that bag for you, Miss!” he offered.
Sandra clutched it to her chest. “No, thank you, I’ll hold onto it.”
“As you wish.”
Suddenly, some men were shouting at the back of the train. Sandra
looked up and saw some Union soldiers shuffling people like cattle into
one of the freight cars in the back.
“What’s that all about?” she asked Dooley, as she watched the men
herd nearly a dozen people in ill-fitting white clothes up the ramp into
the train car.
“Patients, ma’am. Going to hospital.”
Sandra noticed that the people, mostly men and two women, were all
wearing chains. “Patients? They look like prisoners.”
“Special kind of patients,” Dooley said as he waggled his index finger
at the side of his head. “They’re being taken to a special kind of hospital
back East.”
One of the men in white looked over at Sandra. His eyes locked with
hers and he almost seemed to recognize her. She could barely see his
features beneath the mess of his hair and his thick black beard, but she
could feel his gaze and it made her shudder. One of the soldiers, Sgt.
Jackson, saw the man staring and slammed him in the back with his
forearm.
“Keep moving!” Jackson ordered.
The chained man shuffled aboard the train. The last of the “special
patients”.
Sgt. Jackson, a fit young man of about twenty-five, looked at Sandra
and tapped the brim of his hat. She smiled uncomfortably in response
and watched as he boarded the train behind his charges.
“Come along, Miss Wainright,” Dooley said, as he stretched out his
hand to help her aboard. “I’ve got a nice seat by a window set up for
you.”
Sandra followed Dooley to a half empty passenger car.
“It’s right there in the corner so you’ll have some privacy,” Dooley
said proudly. “Sorry I couldn’t do better. We won’t be picking up any
of those fancy Pullman cars until we get across the desert to a major
station.”
“This will do fine,” Sandra said politely. “It looks like you chose the
emptiest car for me.” She noticed only a few other people scattered
throughout the seats.
“Actually, there are two empty cars up in front of this one,” Dooley
said. “Small town like this doesn’t supply many passengers. I could
move you up there, but I thought you’d prefer at least a few other faces
around.”
Sandra looked around. Two of the faces belonged to a pair of rough
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looking men. She recognized them as cattle drivers. The older one had
his arm in a sling and a bandage on his head. He sat with his leg
outstretched and stiff. The younger man resembled the older man a bit.
He wasn’t particularly tall, but both men were lean in the same way, with
broad shoulders. The younger had softer features and dark hair instead
of the grey that peeked out from under the hat of the older, injured man.
Feeling her gaze, the younger man looked up at Sandra and gave a
cordial smile. The older man winked at her and nudged his son with his
elbow.
Sandra looked away embarrassed and her gaze next fell upon an older
lady wearing a small pillbox hat and a high-necked black dress. Sandra
recognized her as Mrs. Phillysworth. She was the widow of the only
man in town who had gained more wealth and influence than Mr.
Wainright. The Phillysworths and Wainrights had always been
adversaries in business, but Sandra had never felt any animosity toward
the family. She could see from the sideways glance Mrs. Phillysworth
shot her way that the old woman did not feel the same way.
“I’m sure this will be fine, Mr. Dooley,” Sandra said. She took her
seat and put her satchel on the empty seat next to her. She carefully
reached inside without fully opening the bag and removed a small coin
purse.
“Oh, that won’t be necessary, ma’am,” Dooley said quickly. “Your
father has taken care of that, and then some.”
She smiled and placed the coin purse back in her bag.
“And it’s just Dooley. I’ve never felt much like a Mister.”
“Very well, Dooley. Thank you.”
Dooley touched the brim of his cap and bowed his head slightly.
With a click of his heels he was off and about his usual business.
A chill ran up Sandra’s spine. She shivered as the hairs on the back
of her neck stood up. She could feel a cold stare upon her. Slowly she
turned to see the piercing eyes of a native staring at her. His clothes
were ordinary enough, but there was no mistaking the color of his skin
and the shine of his long black hair and the way it was held back by a
thick leather band. She didn’t know which tribe he was from, but she
knew he was an “Indian”. She trembled a bit as she quickly looked
away. Cautiously, she turned her head back to see that he was still
staring.
“I’m sorry, Miss,” the native said. He spoke clearly and had a deep
voice. “I didn’t mean to stare. I feel as if I know you.”
“I doubt that,” Sgt. Jackson’s voice bellowed from the aisle. “Miss
Wainright isn’t the type to socialize with the likes of you, Fox.” The
sergeant confidently took the seat across from Sandra.
“Fox?” she asked as the native rolled his eyes.
“Ya,” Sgt. Jackson laughed. “I gave him that name. He’s sly like a
fox. And red to boot!” He slapped his knee as if to congratulate himself
for his own joke.
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Sandra looked at him accusingly and shook her head. She turned
toward Fox, “And what would your real name be, sir?”
“Fox is fine,” he said. “It’s easier for white men to pronounce than
my given name and a noble animal spirit.” He turned toward Jackson.
“And we share some of the same enemies.”
The sergeant cleared his throat and looked back toward Sandra. “So,
Miss Wainright, what takes you east?”
Sandra was visibly disturbed by his question and his presence.
“Wainright!” Fox cried out. “Of course, I do know you. You
wouldn’t know me, of course, and my you have grown.”
“Grown?” Sandra asked.
“Yes. You couldn’t have been more than ten years old the last time I
saw you.”
“What are you babbling about?” Sgt. Jackson demanded.
“When I was younger, about fifteen or so, I used to work for the
Wainrights.”
“You’re telling tales,” Jackson accused him.
”You broke horses for us!” Sandra shouted.
“Yes!” Fox said with a smile.
“I still have that white stallion Daddy gave me for my tenth birthday.”
Her smile quickly changed to a pout.
“What is wrong?” Fox asked.
“I hate to think of Thunderbolt locked away in that horrid livestock
car.”
“Thunderbolt?” Jackson interjected.
“My horse,” Sandra explained. “I couldn’t go to New York without
him.”
“Thunderbolt indeed!” Jackson said.
“And a proper name it is,” Fox said rubbing his backside. “That
horse threw me more times than any other in my life.”
Sandra giggled. “Well, he’s the model of good behavior now.”
“Age will do that to the best of us!” Jackson joked.
“Well, he’s as fast as he ever was,” Sandra answered in defense of her
steed. “Thunderbolt is the fastest horse in this territory.”
“Is he still picky about his riders?” Fox asked?
“Quite,” Sandra said with a smile. “Why, Brian could barely ride him
most days.”
Her voice trailed off as she said it.
“How is your brother?” Fox asked.
“He’s-" she stammered and didn’t seem to be able to finish her
sentence.
“You should mind your business, Fox!” Jackson reprimanded him.
“No. It’s not that,” Sandra explained. “Fox and Brian actually knew
each other quite well back then if I remember correctly."
“He was kind to me,” Fox said. “I had no family to speak of and
Brian helped me to fit in with your people.”

“You had left before his accident,” Sandra said with a bit of a sob.
“I’m sorry,” Fox said. “I did not know.”
“You couldn’t know. He was injured while overseeing one of
Daddy’s mines a few years ago. He…” she hesitated… “passed away
just a few months ago.”
Jackson and Fox became very quiet. A chugging noise filled the train
as it crept away from the station, gaining speed as it moved along.

64

A little over an hour later the only thing Sandra could see out the
window was a blur of desert, mountains and cactus. She watched
begrudgingly as Sgt. Jackson slept across from her. His hat covered his
face, but it did little to stifle the noise of his snoring. Sandra turned and
whispered, as much as one could whisper on a moving train, to Fox.
“It’s pretty country out here.”
“No need to whisper!” Fox shouted back. “I’ve seen the sergeant
sleep through a buffalo stampede.”
Sandra cringed at the loudness of his voice, but when she glanced at
Jackson he was snoring just as loudly as before.
“I figure he had to build up a tolerance for noise to be able to sleep
with his own snoring,” Fox said with a smile.
“You two know each other well?” Sandra asked.
“I’ve been riding scout with his regiment for nearly a year now,” Fox
said. “I wasn’t really qualified for the job having grown up mostly in
towns and along railways, but the sergeant’s prejudices worked in my
favor.”
“You mean because you’re Indian he assumed you would know the
land?”
“Of course. Nobody bothered to tell him smallpox killed my family
and I was brought up by the sisters and priests at the missionary from the
age of nine.”
“You learned how to break horses from priests and sisters?”
Fox laughed. “My father taught me to ride before I had fully learned
to walk. Later, I would run away from the missionary and spend my
time trying to catch a Mustang to take me back across the desert to
where I assumed my people lived. Finally, one of the Fathers brought
me back a wild colt and told me that when I had trained it, I could
leave.”
“How long did it take you to break it?”
“That horse threw me for months, but I remembered my father’s
lessons and after many bruises I finally had a horse I could ride.”
“And you left?”
“I stayed for five more years. Once I was given the freedom to leave
I realized that it was a good place with people who cared for me. Even if
they were all a bit pale.”
Sandra laughed.

Suddenly a terrible squeal filled the air and steam surrounded the
windows of the train. The passengers lurched in their seats. Jackson
tumbled to the floor. Mrs. Phillysworth screamed. The young cattleman
clutched his father’s shoulder, holding the old man in his seat.
“What’s happening?” Sandra shouted.
“We’re stopping,” Fox said as he struggled to keep his balance and
get to his feet. He peered out the window. “Or at least the conductor is
trying to stop us.”
Jackson picked up his hat and pulled it down hard upon his head.
“We’re hours from the next station.” He leaned out a window to get a
look ahead and shouted, “Well I’ll be dipped!”
“What is it?” Sandra asked.
“What’s happening?” Mrs. Phillysworth demanded.
“Something’s blocking the tracks!” Jackson explained. “Looks like a
landslide!”
“We’re not going to make it!” Fox shouted pulling his head inside and
dropping back into his seat. He turned to Sandra. “Hang on!”
With a loud crash the train plowed into the pile of rocks and rubble.
The impact threw the engine from the tracks and the two front empty
passenger cars soon followed. The train’s forward motion halted and the
other cars twisted into a shape like a slithering snake with nearly every
car jumping the track. Finally, the passenger car with Sandra and the
others toppled over onto its side. The windows shattered and boards
snapped. Sandra could hear screaming and shouting just before she
blacked out.
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Sandra woke up in a cloud of dust. She was comforted to hear the
others coughing. She was glad to know she was not alone. It took her a
moment to realize the train car was situated at a strange angle. It wasn’t
quite on its side, but rather sat at a sixty degree angle leaned up against
the car in front of it. She could hear glass crunching under the boots of
the men as they rushed to the far door.
“I’ve got to get back to that freight car!” Jackson shouted. “You men
help me with this door!” he ordered, as he fumbled with the latch on the
door.
Fox and the young cowboy rushed to his side. They watched
helplessly as Jackson thrashed the door with his shoulder.
“I’m afraid we can’t all fit against the door at once,” Fox pointed out.
“We need a battering ram of some kind,” the young cowboy said. He
extended his hand to Fox, “Chuck. Chuck Smith.”
Fox took his hand and shook it. “Nice to meet you, Chuck. That’s a
good idea, but I’m afraid we’re a bit short on tools.”
“I’ve got to get back to that car!” Jackson shouted again, as he
struggled with the door.
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“I’m afraid that won’t do you any good,” Dooley’s voice said.
The three men looked up to see the porter’s bruised face looking back
at them through a smashed window.
“The frame work is all twisted,” Dooley explained. “You’ll have to
squeeze out through one of these windows like I did from the other car.”
“Ladies first,” Mrs. Phillysworth demanded, as she reached her hand
up.
Dooley took her hand and Chuck grasped her around the waist and
lifted her to the window.
Meanwhile, Sgt. Jackson climbed over a seat and pulled himself
through a smashed window two rows down. He leapt from the side of
the train car into the dirt. Mrs. Phillysworth stretched out her arms
toward him waiting for his assistance in getting down, but instead she
saw him run off around the side of the wreckage.
“Well!” she huffed.
“He has to check on his men, Mrs. Phillysworth,” Dooley explained.
The old woman grimaced at him as she sat on the side of the toppled
car.
“I’ll help you down as soon as we get the others out.
Fox went over to give Sandra a hand. She saw a scratch on the side
of his head.
“You’re bleeding!” she observed.
Fox touched his hand to the wound on his head. He looked at the
blood on his fingers. “I’ve had worse,” he said bravely. “Especially
when I was working with Thunderbolt.” He winked at her and led her
toward the window Dooley was stationed near.
“Give me your hand, Miss,” Dooley said. “We’ll get you out.”
Sandra was clutching her bag. She pulled it closer to her body.
“Oh, I can get that for you,” Dooley offered, stretching his hand down
further.
Sandra hesitated. She reluctantly handed the satchel to Dooley. He
made a face and struggled with the bag.
“Blimey, this is heavy! What are you carrying? Horseshoes?”
Sandra forced a smile at his joke and reached up for his hand. Dooley
set the bag down next to his feet and reached back down for Sandra.
When Sandra got outside of the train car she saw Mrs. Phillysworth
holding her bag and examining the clasp.
“Pardon me,” Sandra said sternly, “that is my bag.”
“It was slipping, dear,” Mrs. Phillysworth said unconvincingly. “I
was just trying to save it from falling.”
“Of course,” Sandra responded snatching the bag. “Thank you.”
Back inside the car Fox and Chuck were crouching next to Mr. Smith.
“This is my pa. Reckon you can help me lift him out? He’s hurt
pretty bad.”
“Steer got spooked by some wolves,” Mr. Smith explained as Fox put
his arm under the man’s good shoulder. “It busted me up pretty good

running away.”
Chuck grabbed his father’s feet and with some great effort the two
men got the injured man into the arms of Dooley and he was outside of
the train car in no time. A few moments later the two younger men had
climbed out. They jumped into the dirt below and one by one helped the
others to the ground.
Just as Dooley lowered himself onto the dusty ground Sgt. Jackson
came charging up. “Fox, do you have a gun with you?”
“You know I don’t carry a gun, Jackson,” Fox responded.
Jackson looked at Chuck and Mr. Smith and saw that they were both
wearing full holsters.
“Well, take the old man’s and come with me,” Jackson demanded.
“You too,” he said, pointing to Chuck.
“Wait just a minute,” Chuck refused. “I’m not one of your soldiers
and nobody is taking my Pa’s gun.”
“Your Pa doesn’t look like he’s in any shape to be any good to me
and right now I need all the guns I can get!” Jackson shouted.
“What’s going on?” Fox asked.
“My men are dead and the people we were transporting are missing!”
“Those poor people!” Sandra exclaimed. “Alone in this desert.
Sick.”
“Those poor, sick people are all crazy!” Jackson explained. “Each of
them is a violent lunatic. That’s why they were chained up. My men
and I were charged with seeing them safely to a special hospital back
East.”
“Well, how dangerous can they be?” Dooley said. “Without water or
horses they won’t make it very far in this territory.”
“I wish I could be sure of that,” Jackson said. “Meanwhile, rounding
them up is my responsibility.”
“Horses!” Sandra shouted, as if the word reminded her of something.
“Thunderbolt!”
She ran toward the back of the train.
“Hey!” Jackson shouted after her. He turned to Fox. “If any of those
lunatics are lingering around the train she could be getting into trouble.”
“I’ll go after her,” Fox said. He started to run off when Mr. Smith
called after him.
“Take this!” the old man shouted after him.
Fox turned and saw that Mr. Smith was holding out his pistol.
“The sergeant is right,” Mr. Smith said. “I won’t be any use with
this.”
Fox took the gun, nodded, and headed off after Sandra.
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Sandra slowed down as she came upon the carcasses of several dead
cattle. She looked around at the twisted animals and put her hand to her
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mouth. She held back tears as she thought about what might have
happened to Thunderbolt. She gasped when she heard the horse’s
whinny.
“Thunderbolt!” She looked up toward the sound of the horse and saw
one of the livestock cars was still upright, but had lodged itself into a
nearby dune.
She ran to the car and looked at the huge door. The latches were at
the top of the door. She climbed the rungs that made a sort of ladder on
the left side of the door and struggled to slide it open. It wouldn’t budge.
Suddenly she heard heavy breathing behind her. Slowly, Sandra turned
to see a thin man, nearly seven feet tall, looking up at her.
“Oh, hello,” she said innocently. “Perhaps you can help me. My
horse is trapped inside.”
The tall man just rocked back and forth, breathing heavily. Sandra
noticed his clothes. The same loose fitting white rags the “patients” had
been wearing.
“Oh, I see, you’re one of…them,” she said.
The tall man smiled and raised his long, bony arm. In his hand he had
the dripping head of one of the guards. He held it out toward Sandra so
that she was looking directly into the dead eyes. She screamed.
The piercing sound of her cries caused the tall man to go into a rage.
He tossed the head aside and covered his ears. He began to grunt and
howl. He stomped on the ground and kicked up dust. Sandra continued
to scream. Finally, the tall man let out one low pitched grunt and turned
toward her. He snarled, showing his teeth and Sandra fell quiet.
“Get away from her,” Fox’s voice rang out. He had the gun pointed
squarely at the tall man’s head.
The giant slowly turned to look at Fox over his shoulder.
“Get away from her,” Fox demanded again. This time he backed it up
by cocking the gun.
The tall man looked up at Sandra and saw that she was trembling. He
smiled and then in one quick maneuver he snatched her from the side of
the train car, turned, and hurled her screaming at Fox. Her flying body
knocked Fox to the ground. The gun went off and spun from his hand.
Fox scrambled to his feet and looked down at Sandra who was
rubbing her head.
“Are you alright?” Fox said, reaching down to her.
“I think I’m okay,” she answered. “I- oh, God! Behind you!”
Before Fox could turn, the tall man’s huge hands were around his
throat. Fox struggled for only a moment, but before he knew it his feet
had left the ground. The tall man flung him like a rag doll into the side
of the train car. Fox’s back thudded against the thick wood and he fell
stunned into the dirt.
Sandra watched helplessly as the giant shuffled over to Fox, lifted
him again and tossed him three yards. Fox hit the ground with another
loud thud. He shook his head but could not get to his feet. Sandra
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screamed and the door of the train car shook. Thunderbolt was kicking
at it from the inside. The fighting and screaming was driving the horse
mad.
The huge man flipped Fox onto his back and stomped his huge foot
down upon his chest. Fox grasped the club-like appendage and struggled
to keep the pressure from breaking his ribs.
Sandra caught sight of the revolver in the dirt. She crawled over to it
and picked up the gun. Cocking the hammer she took aim at the tall
man.
“Leave him alone!” she shouted, and fired.
The bullet grazed the big man’s shoulder and struck the side of the
train car. Thunderbolt let out a loud cry from inside and continued his
assault on the door.
Fox gasped a sigh of relief as the foot left his chest. He sat up for a
moment, taking a huge breath of air, and then fell flat onto his back.
The tall man looked at Sandra incredulously. Sandra cocked the
hammer again. This time, the gigantic man turned and grasped one of
the metal rungs from the side of the train. He tore it from the wooden
panels of the train car and flung it at Sandra as she fired, causing her shot
to go high and knocking the gun from her hands. The bullet struck the
latch on the right side of the tremendous wooden door, which continued
to shake from Thunderbolt’s onslaught.
The tall man smiled at the new weapon he had discovered. He looked
down at Fox and tore another iron rung from the wall of the train car. It
pulled a huge chunk of wood with it. The maniac laughed as he hoisted
the heavy makeshift club above his head. Sandra screamed again.
Thunderbolt responded with a devastating kick to the door of the train
car. The tremendous ramp-like door tore the remaining latch from its
rigging and dropped onto the giant madman splitting his skull open and
sending him to the ground. Blood flowed into the sand as he lay there
under the ramp that struck him.
The majestic white horse raced out and stopped at Sandra’s side. He
lowered his head so she could stroke his nose. The horse let out a calm
noise almost like a purr. Sandra used Thunderbolt to steady herself and
get to her feet. She leaned on the horse as she walked over to Fox.
“Are you okay?”
“Mostly,” he said, as he got to his feet and dusted himself off.
Suddenly the two of them heard a loud grunt. Their attacker was
getting to his feet and lifting the tremendous ramp above his head with a
roar.
Fox pulled Sandra close to him but before she could scream several
shots rang out. The tall man’s chest exploded into a pattern of crimson
holes as the bullets ripped his flesh. He dropped to the ground again.
Sandra and Fox turned to see Chuck and Sgt. Jackson standing a few
yards away in a cloud of smoke, each with his gun drawn and freshly
fired. The two men straightened up and stared back at them. Sandra
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realized that she and Fox were in an embrace and she gently pulled
away. Fox cleared his throat and straightened his shirt.
“I see you found your horse,” Jackson said.
“Well, he found us,” Sandra corrected him.
“What took you so long?” Fox asked. “Didn’t you hear the shots?”
“We have a woman and an injured man to think about,” Jackson said
in his defense. “We’d better get back to them. Right now their only
protection is Dooley and the Derringer that old broad carries around in
her muffler.”
Sgt. Jackson turned to head back toward the front of the train. “Bring
the horse,” he called back over his shoulder. “He may come in handy.”
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Jackson was in the lead, with Chuck close behind and Sandra and Fox
following a few yards behind as they marched toward the front of the
wreckage. Thunderbolt trailed behind Sandra like a faithful dog.
Occasionally he nudged her shoulder with his nose and once or twice
he’d give Fox a tap.
“I think he remembers you,” Sandra said to Fox.
“Fondly, I hope,” Fox said with a smile, reaching back and stroking
the animal on the nose. “Animals have a way of remembering the people
they met early in their lives.”
Sandra looked around at the twisted metal, smoking remains and
bloody bodies surrounding the scene of the accident. Flies were already
starting to gather and feed on the carcasses of the dead animals. She
covered her nose and mouth and fought back a tear.
“This is just terrible,” she said. “So much death. How could this
happen?”
“That’s something we haven’t had a chance to think about yet,” Fox
said.
He ran a bit to catch up to Jackson. “Has anyone checked on the
engineer yet?”
“Dead,” Jackson answered curtly. “Dooley told me. Two other
porters, too.”
He pointed to the mangled bodies of two men who were both wearing
charred uniforms similar to Dooley’s. Sandra noticed and followed the
direction of his finger. She saw the torn flesh and dismembered figures.
Their burnt clothes were clinging to their bloody, charred bodies. These
men had been working the dining car and were stoking a woodstove
when the train hit the rocks. The fire was snuffed out quickly by the
sand and dust thrown up by the impact, but it hadn’t been fast enough to
save them. She quickly looked away from the carnage and began to sob.
Fox noticed and was about to go back and comfort her when they heard
the scream.
The group charged toward the screeching noise. Jumping over
twisted iron and shattered lumber, they ran. When Sandra quickened her
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pace Thunderbolt whinnied and took off after her. His hoof beats
competing with the sound of Mrs. Phillysworth’s screams. Sandra
watched as Jackson, Chuck and Fox disappeared around one of the
overturned train cars. Before she caught up to them a shot rang out. It
sounded strange. Not like Fox’s revolver.
She caught up to the group and saw Fox trying to calm Mrs.
Phillysworth. Sgt. Jackson was climbing the wreckage of their
passenger car and Chuck was on the ground desperately tending to his
father who was wailing like an injured cat. In the middle of it all stood
Dooley with the little two-shot Derringer clutched in his trembling right
hand. The top barrel had curls of smoke coming out of it and he was
staring straight ahead. He didn’t seem to notice any of the activity
around him. He was looking over the head of Mr. Smith. His eyes were
wide and his expression lifeless.
Sandra walked over to him and gently took the gun from his hand. He
didn’t react. The short barrel was still warm from the recent shot it had
fired. Sandra spoke to him in a soft voice.
“Dooley?” she said gently. “Mr. Dooley, what happened here?”
No response.
She looked down at Mr. Smith who was still groaning in pain. She
could see now that he was covered in fresh blood. Chuck was trying
desperately to bandage a deep wound on his shoulder and the old man
was clutching his throat. Sandra turned back to Dooley and shook him.
“What happened?” she demanded.
The stunned little man slowly turned to her and whispered, “They
were biting him. Trying to eat him.”
Sandra looked at him blankly.
“I had to shoot her. She’d have killed him. Eaten him alive,” Dooley
tried to explain.
Fox looked at him sternly. “You shot at a woman?”
“Two women,” Dooley said. “I had to. They had the strength of five
men.”
“You would shoot women?” Fox said. “What kind of man are you?”
Before Dooley could answer they could hear Jackson fire his pistol
from his perch at the top of the toppled train car. Everyone looked up.
He fired again and then his gun clicked. The sergeant cursed as he began
to reload his weapon. Fox climbed up to join him as Sandra dropped to
her knees to aid Chuck in bandaging up his father’s wounds. She
quickly tucked the Derringer into the ankle of her short boot as she
crouched down beside the wounded man.
“He shot at those women,” Fox said to Jackson as he reached the
precipice.
“And he missed,” Jackson answered, as he closed the chambers of his
gun and lifted it to take aim at two figures in the distance.
Fox looked in the direction the barrel was pointing. He saw two
scraggly looking women in long white nightshirts crawling around on
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the ground. They were growling at vultures that were picking at the
carcass of one of the dead cattle.
“You too?” Fox said accusingly. “You would shoot at women?”
“Those two women are cannibals,” Sgt Jackson said sternly, as he
pulled the trigger.
The skull of one of the women exploded as the bullet hit its mark.
Fox was stunned for a moment. Jackson pulled the hammer of his
pistol back with his thumb and began to take aim again. Fox reached out
to snatch the gun away.
“Look, god damn it!” Sgt. Jackson shouted.
Fox watched in amazement as the second woman, covered in the
blood of her partner, turned toward the body of her fallen friend. She sat
down, took what was left of her friend’s head, and rested it in her lap.
For a moment Fox expected her to cry out and mourn the death of the
other woman, but instead he was astonished to see the scraggly woman
reach into the other’s skull, scoop out a piece of her brain and casually
bite a piece of it off.
“Good Lord,” Fox gasped.
“Can I shoot her now?” Sgt. Jackson said, as he pried his gun away
from Fox’s grasp.
Fox couldn’t take his eyes from the gruesome scene. “Surely you
should try to recapture her.”
“We could be out here for days before help gets to us,” Sgt Jackson
explained as he took aim again. “There are ten of those savages left and
we’ve got enough problems with wild animals, finding water and trying
to get out of the sun without worrying about being eaten alive by
cannibals in the middle of the night.”
Before Fox could respond Jackson fired another shot. It scared away
the vultures that were fighting her for the food, but the woman barely
seemed to notice as the bullet ripped through her shoulder.
“Dang,” Jackson complained. “Could you please stop distracting
me?”
Before Jackson could fire again a white flash shot out from behind the
surrounding rocks. The figure snatched up the woman and disappeared
behind some nearby brush.
“What the hell was that?” Fox said.
“Another one of those crazy bastards,” Sgt. Jackson said, as he
holstered his gun. “They can be pretty fast when they want to be.”
He began to climb back down. Fox watched in disbelief and then
started to follow him down.
“Shouldn’t we find some shelter?” Fox said, as they leapt into the
dirt.
“I figure the best thing you all can do is hold up in one of the cars that
is still upright until help arrives,” Sgt. Jackson suggested.
“We all?” Fox said. “What about you?”
“I’m going after the rest of my cargo,” Sgt. Jackson said.
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Before the sergeant could leave, Mr. Smith cried out in pain. Jackson
and Fox ran over to where Chuck and Sandra were tending to the injured
man. Sandra looked up with fear in her eyes.
“He’s terribly hurt!” she exclaimed. “We’ve got to get him some
help. Some proper help.”
“He needs a doctor bad,” Chuck added. His eyes were pleading.
Fox felt his heart sink. He knew that they were too far from the
nearest town to get back with any help before dark and they only had the
one horse. Thunderbolt was fast, but even he had his limitations. He
couldn’t carry two people over that terrain at any real speed, especially
with how little water they had.
Chuck looked over at Thunderbolt. “I’ll ride and get some help.”
“The next stop is hours away by horse,” Fox said.
“Maybe there’s something closer,” Chuck suggested hopefully. “A
farm or trading post. Something!”
“What about it, Dooley?” Fox asked. “Do you know of anything out
this way?”
Dooley stood silently. He was still in shock.
“Mr. Dooley!” Sgt. Jackson shouted. “Do you know of any posts or
farms around here?”
Dooley just shook his head. “Nothing,” he muttered quietly.
“I’m going for help!” Chuck said, with a determined look on his face.
“Hang on, Pa,” he whispered, as he got to his feet and marched over to
Thunderbolt who was quietly standing just a few yards from the small
group.
“Now wait just a minute,” Sgt. Jackson demanded. “I’m using that
horse to track down my fugitives before they get too spread out.”
“Nobody is taking my horse!” Sandra objected.
“Sorry Miss, but he’s my father.”
Chuck grabbed Thunderbolt’s mane and leapt onto the horse. He
kicked his heels into the horse’s side and with a grunt Thunderbolt
reared up and tossed Chuck to the ground. He hit the dirt with a thud
and sent a cloud of dust up around him.
“Like I said,” Sandra stated firmly, “nobody is taking my horse. I’ll
have to be the one to ride for help.”
“Don’t be ridiculous!” Sgt. Jackson shouted. “You wouldn’t last ten
minutes out there with those lunatics running around.”
“I can take care of myself,” Sandra insisted.
“These aren’t some drunken cowboys being overly amorous in a
saloon, young lady,” Jackson pointed out. “You saw how much
punishment that giant took back there! These crazy bastards are like
animals. They’re strong and driven. Without a gun none of us would
stand a chance against a band of them.”
“Well we can’t just sit here and wait while my father dies!” Chuck
shouted, as he got to his feet while rubbing his back.
“I’ll go for help,” Fox said, calmly walking up to Thunderbolt. “Let’s
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hope the old horse remembers me.” He checked the pistol Mr. Smith
gave him and secured it tightly in his belt. “Does anyone have a
canteen?”
“There are a few in the dining car,” Dooley quietly explained.
“I’ll go check,” Chuck said, and he ran toward the back of the train.
“Anything in that bag that can help?” Fox said, pointing to Sandra’s
bag which was tucked under the train car.
Sandra turned and suddenly remembered the bag she had been
guarding so closely. It was at the feet of Mrs. Phillysworth who was
leaning against the upturned bottom of the train car. Sandra shook her
head.
“I don’t think so,” she explained, “but let me look.”
She gently rested Mr. Smith’s head on the dusty ground and crawled
over to the large satchel which sat quietly under the shadow of the train
car. She hesitated as she stared at the flower patterned walls of the bag.
She shielded the bag from view with her body so that the others could
not see its contents. She rummaged around for a moment and then
pulled out something wrapped in a checkered napkin.
“I do have a couple of sandwiches,” she said. “I suppose these will be
of some use.”
“No!” Sgt Jackson said. “We’ll need to ration the food we have.”
“There was plenty of food on the dining car as well,” Dooley
explained.
“That car caught fire,” Fox said.
“The fire wasn’t too bad,” a breathless Chuck said, as he reappeared
around the side of the wrecked train car. “The area around the stove was
destroyed, but there was plenty of food and water.” He outstretched his
arm and handed two canteens of water to Fox. “There are two barrels of
water back there and a chest of bread and meat.”
“Fine,” Jackson said. “Take the sandwiches and get out of here.
We’ll be in that straight car back there.”
“I’ll be back with help soon,” Fox promised. He rubbed the horse’s
neck.
“Be careful,” Sandra said, as she got to her feet. She walked over
slowly and handed the sandwiches to Fox.
Fox squeezed the sandwiches into the pockets of his vest. He slung
the two canteens over his shoulders and slowly climbed up onto
Thunderbolt.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll be moving too fast for any of them to
give me any trouble.” He took a firm grip of the horse’s mane and
gently nudged his heels into the horse’s ribs. Thunderbolt started at a
slow trot around the wreckage of the train until he hit some clear ground.
The group watched as Fox rode the horse out around the rockslide.
He shrunk into the distance. The horse was a white figure against the
sandy terrain. Fox rode toward a pass that the train tracks ran through.
The hill the rockslide had come from was on one side and a large red

rock formation sat on the other side. Fox and Thunderbolt disappeared
into the shadow of the pass.
“Godspeed, Fox,” Jackson whispered. He then turned to the group,
“Okay, let’s get this man inside! Ladies, why don’t you two go ahead
and get the car ready? Prepare a place for him to lie down. Chuck.
Dooley. Let’s get him moved to safety. I want everyone set up and
secure before I go and clear the area.”
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Dooley directed the women to a cargo car that sat nearly sideways
across the track. It was upright and mostly intact except for some bent
wheels and one or two small cracks in its wooden sides. The women
climbed the stairs at the front of the car and rushed inside to create a
make-shift bed out of mail bags and crates. Dooley and Chuck followed
closely behind, carrying Mr. Smith as quickly as they dared. Jackson
walked along the side of the crooked train car. He looked over the large
cargo ramp-door, similar to the one on the livestock car, with the latches
at the top. There were no windows and no gaps in the sides, however, to
allow air in for animals.
“This will do nicely,” Sgt. Jackson said. “Defendable. Just the two
doors at the front and back to worry about." He climbed up the stairs to
the train car and stepped inside to see Chuck and Dooley gently placing
Mr. Smith onto his roughly made cot.
“Only trouble I see is that without windows we’ll have to post a guard
outside to keep an eye on things.”
The cargo car was dark and shadow-filled with the only light being
the sunlight coming in from the windows above the doors at the front
and back of the car. The fact that it had turned sideways on the track at
least set the windows out of the shadows of any cars in front or back of
it.
Mr. Smith was breathing heavily, but had passed out almost
immediately after being laid upon his makeshift bed. The bandages
Sandra and Chuck had applied seemed to have the bleeding reasonably
under control, but they would need to be changed soon. Sandra tucked
her satchel into a dark corner of the train car. She straightened up and
scanned the car. She spotted some packing blankets that were used to
ship fragile items. She walked over and began to pull the blankets from
the walls.
“We’ll need more bandages soon,” she explained, as she tried
desperately to tear one of the thick blankets into strips. Try as she might,
she hadn’t the strength to rip the heavy material. The heat and stress had
taken a lot out of her.
“Let me get that,” Chuck said, as he joined her in the far corner and
took the blanket. He grasped a corner in his hands and tried to tear at it,
but the morning’s events had weakened him a bit as well. Determined,
the young cowhand reached down into his boot. He slid out a long
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single-edged knife that he had used to skin deer and clean fish while on
the trail with the cattle drive. With a swift motion he stabbed into the
thick cloth and then dragged the knife through the blanket with a shrill
noise. Mrs. Phillysworth flinched at the action.
“Dooley,” Jackson said, with a commanding tone. “Think you can
handle gathering some supplies from the remains of the dining car and
setting things up in here?”
“I suppose so,” Dooley said.
“I’ll help him if Miss Wainright will continue cutting these
bandages,” Chuck offered.
“No, you and your pistol had better stay here and keep the women
safe,” Jackson said. The sergeant checked that his gun was fully loaded
and turned toward the door. “Let’s go, Dooley.”
The porter followed the sergeant to the exit of the car. Jackson peered
back in and saw Mr. Smith panting and twitching in his sleep, Sandra
holding a moistened rag to his forehead, Chuck in the corner tearing at
blankets, and Mrs. Phillysworth sitting on a barrel and rocking back and
forth like a nervous cat.
“Better lock these doors behind us,” he ordered. “We won’t be long.”
The two men left the car and they could hear the door latch close
behind them. Sgt. Jackson turned and looked at the nervous Dooley. He
watched Dooley feel around his pockets for the Derringer.
“I seem to have left my pistol somewhere,” Dooley said. His voice
was trembling nearly as much as his hands.
Suddenly the door creaked open. Sandra was standing on the
platform of the train car. She held Dooley’s small gun in her hand.
“I thought you might need this,” she said, holding the gun by its short
barrel.
Dooley rushed over to her and reclaimed his gun. He bowed a bit and
said, “Thank you, ma’am.”
“Of course,” Sandra said, as she disappeared back into the car,
locking the door behind herself.
“You got any more ammo for that peashooter?” Sgt Jackson asked,
motioning to the Derringer.
Dooley looked down at the gun which barely filled the palm of his
hand. He shook his head. “Mrs. Phillysworth just gave it to me a little
while ago. I’ve never had occasion to fire one before today.”
“That explains your aim,” Jackson quipped. “I hate to have you
running around here alone with just one shot.”
“Alone? What about you?”
“I’ve got some hunting to do before we hunker down. The more of
them I can dispatch before dark the more likely we are to survive the
night.”
“Survive the night?”
“If Fox makes it to the next station I don’t reckon help will be able to
get here before dark. They’d be crazy to ride this country overnight. My

guess is they’ll head out at first light, so we’ll need to hold our own for
tonight.”
Dooley began to shake his head. He shook and started to mumble to
himself. His ramblings got louder and louder. “I can’t be here at night.
Not at night. Not with those maniacs out there! Those animals! They’re
not human!”
Sgt. Jackson grabbed Dooley by the arm and dragged him away from
the train car violently. He smacked the little man in the face and grasped
his arm tightly just above the elbow. Dooley stopped shouting. He
winced from the pain as the sergeant nearly lifted his feet from the
ground.
“You listen up, Dooley!” Jackson barked in a whispered voice.
“You’ve got a responsibility to those people. Your passengers. You’re
the only representative of the railroad left. You’ve got to take care of
those people and sending the women into a panic isn’t the way to do it.”
Dooley nodded in acknowledgement.
“I don’t think that old man is going to make it until morning, but
tending to him has everyone’s mind on something besides the fact that a
group of murderers, cannibals and madmen are skulking around these
rocks somewhere!”
He swung his arm around to indicate the sandy and rocky landscape.
For the first time Dooley noticed all of the hiding places, perches, caves,
and underbrush that could conceal one of the deadly predators.
“You keep it together, man!” Sgt. Jackson continued. “You’re going
to get food and water to those people. You’re going to get them
organized on going through that luggage to find things that will keep us
warm tonight and you’ll keep a brave face on while doing it.”
Dooley nodded again.
“Okay,” Sgt. Jackson said, releasing Dooley’s bruised arm. “Now,
are there are any more weapons on this train?”
Revelation washed over Dooley’s face. “Of course!”
He began to run toward the front of the train. Jackson followed
closely behind.
“The engineer,” Dooley explained as they ran. “He kept a coach gun
and rifle up front with him in case of a holdup.”
Jackson smiled and ran past Dooley. The thought of some real
firepower brought a smile to the soldier’s face.
Fox was riding through the pass at full speed. Riding without a
saddle was nothing new to him, but it was something he hadn’t done in
awhile. Despite the discomfort for himself and the horse he knew that
Mr. Smith was on borrowed time. He knew that even if he got to the
next stop there may not be a proper doctor around, and if there was, there
was little chance they’d make it back before dark. Fox was trying to
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think of another route back. He figured going through this pass was
dangerous enough for him alone, especially with the sergeant’s charges
running about, but to bring a doctor back he might need a safer route.
Only his speed made him feel safe, which is why he wasn’t happy when
Thunderbolt suddenly dug his hooves in and came to an abrupt stop.
Fox was thrown forward into the horse’s thick neck. He was stunned
for a moment before he realized what had happened. He was deep into
the canyon. The gap between the two rock cliffs was about fifty feet
wide but it seemed incredibly narrow to a man out there alone, fearful of
an ambush. The stone walls rose almost one hundred feet high at their
highest points. Fox looked back and forth and could see the tracks
disappear around a curve a couple of miles behind him. They faded in a
similar way around a bend ahead of him. He was fairly well isolated,
with the exception of Thunderbolt. At least he hoped that they were
alone. He looked up at the rising rock walls and realized that the
lunatics could be skulking in any number of places. They would have
had to move pretty fast to have gotten this far ahead. The train had
crashed hours ago now, and they really didn’t know exactly when the
“patients” had broken away, but he had been riding for quite a bit and at
full speed. They couldn’t have gotten this far out.
Of course, Thunderbolt was acting awfully spooked. He wasn’t a
skittish horse. He was pigheaded but not skittish. This wasn’t an animal
that scared easily, but Fox could tell that he was scared now.
Thunderbolt was trotting back and forth, breathing heavily and looking
side to side. He resisted Fox’s urges to move forward. He didn’t throw
Fox, but he resisted the idea to move on through the narrow cavern.
“What’s wrong?” Fox asked the horse gently. “Wolves maybe? A
cougar?”
He patted the horse’s thick, muscular neck. He could feel how tense the
animal was. “We can outrun any silly cat.” He pulled the pistol from his
belt. “And we’ve got enough rounds to even the odds with a pack of
wolves.”
Some loose stones crackled as they rolled down one of the rock-faced
walls. Thunderbolt let out a snort and sidestepped away from the noise.
Fox looked up nervously, scanning the sand covered rocks for any sign
of movement.
Nothing.
Fox carefully slid the pistol back into his belt. He took hold of
Thunderbolt’s mane and lightly dug his boot heels into the horse’s sides.
With a clicking noise he coaxed Thunderbolt into a slow trot forward.
All the while his eyes scanned the rocks above him. Thunderbolt’s eyes
darted back and forth. The air was still and silent. Thunderbolt’s hoof
beats and his own breathing were the only sounds. The silence was
unnatural. Not a bird, snake, or rabbit dared make a noise.
Suddenly the silence was broken as the sand around them burst into
the air and dirt-covered men in baggy white clothes surrounded them.
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They had buried themselves beneath the sand and now came out of the
ground like man-shaped trees. The shock sent Thunderbolt into a panic.
He reared up and tossed Fox into the dust.
Before he knew what was happening, two of the men were on top of
Fox. He could barely see Thunderbolt who charged off with three more
of them hanging from his sides and howling like wild animals.
Fox struggled to his feet. He took a firm grip of whatever he could
grasp of his attackers. A smaller man, barely five feet tall, clung to his
right arm. Fox grabbed the waistband of the man’s pants and used them
to lift his attacker off the ground. He reached over his back and grabbed
the long greasy hair of the taller, fat man who was wrestling with his left
leg. Fox felt that man’s teeth sink into his flesh. He howled in pain and
swung the smaller man over his head and thrashed him down upon the
head of the fat man. The two crazed attackers tumbled into the dirt and
rolled onto the train tracks.
Fox pulled his gun from his belt. He managed to get two shots into
the fat man before the pair of them tackled him to the ground. The
smoking gun spun from his hands. The bleeding fat man sat on his chest
and leaned forward with his hands pressed against Fox’s shoulders. He
successfully pinned Fox to the ground.
The fat man’s tiny accomplice circled Fox. He stooped down over his
head, looked into his eyes, and cackled like a fiend. Drool dripped onto
Fox’s face as the crazed little man laughed and rubbed his hands
together.
Fox struggled, but he couldn’t budge the girth of the fat man upon
him. Even with two gaping bullet holes in him the fat man was an
unmovable obstacle. He tried to kick his legs up around the man’s neck,
but the crushing weight on his chest was weakening him. He barely
managed to kick him in the back of the head and the fat man didn’t seem
to notice.
The cackling man got to his feet and began to dig around in the dirt.
He picked up a rock the size of his own head and struggled to carry it
over to where Fox was trapped. He dropped the stone in the dirt next to
Fox’s head. It kicked up a small cloud of dust as it thudded into the
sand. The little man knelt down beside the prisoner again. He squinted
his eyes as he stared at Fox. Then he looked up at the fat man, pointed to
the stone on the ground next to his head, grumbled something incoherent
and poked Fox’s forehead.
“Oh, no,” Fox said. “No!”
He doubled his efforts against the grips of his attackers.
The fat man nodded and laughed. The shaking of his blubbery
chest made blood spurt from his wounds. It rained down upon Fox’s
face and arms. The two lunatics saw this and laughed again.
The smaller man grasped the rock and got to his feet. He barely
seemed to be able to straighten up with the weight of the huge stone in
his hands, but with a grunt he hoisted it high above his head.
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Fox wriggled, but could barely move. He stared up at the rock
that was about to deliver his death. The sun was high in the sky now and
it seemed to create a halo around the deadly stone. Fox was blinded by
the brightness of the light when the little man swayed and the rock no
longer blocked out the sun. He closed his eyes and began to pray the
way the sisters had taught him so many years ago. Never before in his
life did he want so badly to believe that there was a God who would send
help. His faith was shaken as another stream of drool rained upon his
forehead.
The echoing of thundering hooves and howling madmen bounced
from the walls of the cavern. The little man stopped cackling and turned
in the direction Thunderbolt had taken off just a few moments earlier.
Fox opened his eyes in time to see the majestic white horse charge
around the rocks. The white horse seemed to glow in the bright sunlight.
He was surrounded by a cloud of red dust. Smoke seemed to come from
his flared nostrils and two of the lunatics still clung to his side like
crazed gremlins. They were still howling. They had their hands clawed
into the horse’s hide and as foam covered the charging animal’s body it
mixed with blood giving the appearance that he was on fire.
Fox let out a cheer as Thunderbolt trampled over the small man.
The little creature let out a yelp as the horse crushed him. The stone
flew into the air and crashed down upon the fat man’s head. With the
distraction Fox was able to roll out from under the crushing weight. He
took a split second to catch his breath and then crawled desperately to
snatch up his lost revolver. He turned and saw the fat man charging
toward him like a wild hog. Fox aimed squarely at the crazed man’s
knee cap and blew it clean off of his leg with one shot. The behemoth
fell forward with a grunt, but continued to crawl toward Fox.
Fox got to his feet and ran at the fat man. He kicked his boot out
and shattered the man’s nose with the impact. Without stopping he ran
past the still grunting man and followed after Thunderbolt. He watched
the horse charge straight toward the wall to his left and cut loose one of
the attackers on a sharp rock. Then, as if inspired by the victory,
Thunderbolt dropped to his side and rolled over on his last attacker. Fox
could hear the man’s bones crunch as the full weight of the horse came
down upon him with crushing force.
Fox got to the horse’s side and quickly inspected his wounds.
They were enough to draw blood, but not severe. He heard some
howling from behind him and saw that the man the horse had shaken was
lumbering toward him. The fat man was still crawling and the man
Thunderbolt had just freed himself of was getting to his feet. Their way
was blocked.
Fox patted the brave horse’s shoulder. He dropped to one knee
and clasped his hands together and looked up at the pale blue sky.
“Thank you, Lord,” he quickly whispered.
He climbed onto Thunderbolt’s back and the horse needed no

encouragement to charge back the way they had come.
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Dooley and Jackson were panting heavily when they reached the
remains of the engine. The huge machine had hit a pile of boulders with
incredible force. The front water tank was buried deep within the rock.
The smoke stack had snapped away and was lying in the rubble next to
the wreckage of the tremendous machine. The coal car looked as if it
had climbed up the back of the engine. The engineer’s cabin was twisted
and crushed, but accessible. Sgt. Jackson climbed in first. He reached
down and helped Dooley get aboard. There wasn’t much space and the
engineer’s body was clearly visible. He had been impaled upon the
brake lever, probably as he struggled with it in vain to stop the train.
“Poor guy never stood a chance,” Jackson said.
Dooley shook his head and looked helplessly at the body.
“So,” Jackson said, rubbing his hands together in anticipation, “where
are those guns?”
“Uh, of course,” Dooley said. He turned to the back of the cramped
compartment and crouched down. He slid a long metallic box out from a
deep cabinet on the floor. He flipped the lid open and revealed some of
the expected tools of the trade. There was a short coal shovel and a pickaxe. A long wrench was also among the tools.
“All very useful, I’m sure,” Sgt. Jackson observed, “but the guns,
man. Where are the guns?”
Dooley struggled with both hands to lift the heavy top tray from the
gigantic toolbox. Underneath the tray sat a dull black coach gun with a
dark wooden stock. It was obviously an old and seldom used weapon.
Dooley snatched it up from the toolbox and handed it to the sergeant.
Jackson was staring into the barrels of the gun when Dooley swung it
around.
“Whoa, there, Mr. Dooley,” Sgt Jackson said. “Watch who you’re
pointing that thing at!”
“Sorry,” Dooley said meekly.
Jackson grabbed the gun by the front wooden grip and took it firmly
in hand.
“You haven’t spent a lot of time around guns, have you, Dooley?”
“No, sir. Not much to speak of.”
“It shows,” Jackson said, as he breached the action on the coach gun
and checked to see if it was loaded. “Well, she’s loaded and everything
seems to be in order, if not as clean as I’d like.” With a swift motion he
snapped the gun shut.
Jackson peered down and saw a long leather case within the bottom of
the rusty toolbox.
“Now that’s what I was looking for,” Sgt Jackson said with a smile.
Dooley stood and stepped aside. “Be my guest.”
Jackson bent down and pulled the saddle gun case from the tool box.

He opened the straps on the back of the case and slid the short rifle from
its protective brown leather sheath. The sergeant’s face lit up like a
young boy on Christmas morning as he saw his warped reflection in the
shiny silver barrel of the rifle. It’s short stock and front grips were
beautifully etched wood.
“Now this is a rifle someone was proud of,” Sgt. Jackson said, with a
gleam in his eye.
“I believe that was the engineer’s personal weapon,” Dooley
explained. “The railroad supplied the coach gun.”
Jackson checked the rifle over a bit more closely.
“Well, she’s fully loaded too,” he reported. He pointed to a small box
in the corner of the toolbox. “Those look like extra shells for this
shotgun. Throw those in your pocket.”
Dooley did as he was instructed. Jackson thrust the short shotgun into
his arms.
“Seeing as how you’re a pretty rough shot, Dooley, you better take
the scatter gun. You can’t hardly miss with this and the whole breach
barrel, two-shot style should seem familiar after that Derringer.”
Dooley nodded. “I think I can handle this.”
“My grandmother can handle that gun, Dooley,” said Sgt. Jackson.
“You’ll be fine.”
Jackson then crouched down and replaced the tool tray to the tool
box.
“These may come in handy,” he said. “You should bring this back
with you to the car we’re making camp in.”
“Really?” Dooley said with a sigh, as he glared at the tremendous
metal box. “It looks like it would take two men to carry it.”
“You’ll be fine,” Jackson said, as he climbed down from the engine.
“Gather up some of this coal too. We can use it in that box to rig up a
sort of heat stove tonight. We’ll need to punch out a chimney, but that
won’t be a problem with those tools.” Jackson began to walk away.
“Well, get on with it, man!”
He threw the rifle case over his shoulder and began to scale the pile of
rocks that had stopped the train.
Dooley struggled to get the heavy toolbox out of the engine
compartment. He groaned as he pushed its massive weight toward the
opening to the outside deck. The box suddenly slid from his grasp and
tumbled to the ground below. It snapped open and the tools spilled out.
Dooley rolled his eyes. He climbed down after the toolbox and replaced
everything into the top tray.
“I’ll get the luggage wagon,” he whispered to himself. “I’ll go grab
one of the luggage wagons, stop at the dining car for some food and a
barrel of water and then roll it back here for the tools.”
Dooley practically patted himself on the back as he headed down the
train to put his new plan into motion.
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Sandra was sitting on a small wooden crate next to the sleeping Mr.
Smith. She watched the old man in his uncomfortable slumber. His face
contorted with pain and his eyes rolled under the lids furiously. Sandra
was holding his sweaty hand and every few minutes he would squeeze
her fingers and she feared that they would break from the pressure.
“How is he doing?” Chuck’s voice came from behind her weakly.
“As well as can be expected,” Sandra said, as she turned to look up at
the young man.
“He’s going to die,” Mrs. Phillysworth blurted out.
Sandra shot her a stern look.
“Why lie to the boy?” the old woman responded. “Any of us will be
lucky to make it through the night! That Indian ain’t gonna make it to
the next station for help.”
“He’ll make it!” Sandra insisted. “My horse will get him there and
they’ll bring back help.”
“What if they don’t make it?” Chuck asked.
“When the train doesn’t show up the railroad will notice,” Sandra said
calmly. “They’ll send back help.”
“They’ll send back a messenger to check on things,” Mrs.
Phillysworth said. “He’ll probably be killed by that mob of crazed
savages and it will be hours, maybe days before they send someone to
check on him!”
Sandra jumped to her feet and spun around to face the old woman.
“How is this helping matters at all?” she argued. “Why must you be
so cynical?”
“Life lessons, dearie. Life lessons. I’ve learned to be cynical by
dealing with the likes of your father!”
“What has he to do with this?”
“We’d have no railroad through our town if not for his mining
operation.”
“And for that you make him out to be some sort of villain?”
“Just an observation. The railroad is a business. Our late arrival will
be looked at as a business problem. How valuable the cargo we have
aboard is and how much they need the engine to get the more important
cars out will determine how much effort they put into finding us.”
“She’s right,” Chuck said. “If not for the engine, would they even
miss a train with half a dozen passengers, some cattle, and a cargo hold
full of lunatics?”
Sandra sat back down. She suddenly felt very helpless. She knew
they were right, of course. Even if the railroad sent back a team to help,
they would probably send people to fix the train, not a doctor. They
might not even think of sending a doctor. And when would the soldiers
be missed? The Calvary would certainly be welcome in their current
situation.
Mr. Smith stirred. Sandra turned her attention back to the injured
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man.
“He’s waking up,” Chuck blurted out, as he dropped to one knee next
to his father.
“Son,” Mr. Smith cried out weakly. “Son, are you okay?”
“I’m here, Pa,” Chuck said, taking his father’s hand. “I’m fine.
We’re all fine. We’re safely tucked into one of the cargo cars.”
“Good,” Mr. Smith said. He struggled to sit up, but immediately fell
back upon the makeshift hospital bed.
“I’ll get him some water,” Sandra said, turning to grab the canteen
behind her.
“We should conserve our water for those of us that have a chance!”
Mrs. Phillysworth said.
“We have plenty of water!” Chuck insisted. “Barrels of it in the
dining car. I said so already.”
“Plenty for how long? Do we even know how long we’ll be here?”
the old woman argued.
Sandra poured some water onto the old man’s lips. He swallowed
some and then began to cough.
“As you pointed out,” Sandra said quietly, “we’ll be lucky to make it
through the night. I’m sure we’ve enough water for that short time.”
Mrs. Phillysworth huffed and paced over to the door. She folded her
arms and leaned against it. The small square window near her head
shattered and a thick, hairy arm burst in from behind her.
The old woman screamed and tried to run back into the car, but a
tremendous hand with fingers like sausages caught hold of her hair.
Sandra screamed. Chuck straightened up and drew his gun. He pointed
it toward the door, but he couldn’t get a clean shot past Mrs.
Phillysworth. The old woman was screaming like a captured animal and
squirming to break free from the grip of the powerful hand.
A loud grunt sounded from the other side of the door and Mrs.
Phillysworth was snapped back against it. The wood creaked from the
impact of her body. She cried out.
“For God’s sake, help me!” she screamed.
Sandra desperately looked around the car for anything that could be
of help. Chuck charged over and holstered his gun. He grasped the haircovered fingers of the attacking hand and tried to pry them loose from
the woman’s head. With a loud grunt she was snapped back again. This
time the door cracked a bit and blood ran from the back of her head.
“Shoot him!” Mrs. Phillysworth demanded. “Shoot him!”
“I can’t see enough of him to shoot!” Chuck argued.
“Your knife!” Sandra shouted. “Use your knife!”
She ran up and grabbed Mrs. Phillysworth’s dress.
“I’ll do my best to steady her,” Sandra explained to Chuck. “You cut
his arm.!”
Chuck nodded.
“Ready, Mrs. Phillysworth?” Sandra said, tightening her grip on the
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woman’s waist.
Mrs. Phillysworth took a hold of Sandra’s shoulders and gasped,
“Ready.”
“Pull!” Sandra shouted.
The two women pulled against the force of the seemingly monstrous
arm. Chuck slid the knife from his boot and ran the blade across the
callous skin. He barely got a deep enough cut to draw blood.
With a powerful pull the two women were dragged back toward the
door. Mrs. Phillysworth cried out again as she struck the now splintering
wood.
“Stab him!” Sandra shouted. “Pull, Mrs. Phillysworth!”
The two ladies dug in and pulled against the force of their attacker.
This time Chuck used both hands to thrust the knife down deeply into the
hairy forearm. Blood shot out into his face. The hand released its grip
and Mrs. Phillysworth and Sandra tumbled to the floor. A howl of pain
came from the other side of the door and the arm quickly retracted out
the shattered window leaving a puddle of blood in its wake.
Sandra climbed out from beneath Mrs. Phillysworth and then reached
down to help the old woman to her feet.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
Mrs. Phillysworth touched the back of her head and her white gloved
hand came back stained with her own blood.
“I’m not sure that okay is the proper word, but I’m alive thanks to you
two,” Mrs. Phillysworth admitted.
The old woman did the best she could to set herself right and she tried
to look calm.
“Do you suppose he’ll be back?” she said, walking toward the
damaged door and craning her neck to look out through the smashed
window from a safe distance.
“I certainly hope not,” Sandra said. “I think perhaps Chuck taught
him a lesson.”
The old woman walked timidly to the window. She stared out into
the distance and saw nothing but sand, rocks and a few scattered desert
plants.
Sandra noticed Chuck scanning the floor of the train car.
“What are you missing?” Sandra asked.
“I think that bastard still has my knife,” Chuck explained.
A crack followed by a squish caught their attention and Sandra
screamed as she turned and saw Mrs. Phillysworth’s quivering body fall
backwards into the train car. She drooped to the floor with a thud.
Chuck’s knife was protruding from her face. Her arms were straight at
her side and twitching.
Chuck swore as he drew his pistol and charged toward the door. He
could hear the killer’s laughter fading. He unlocked the door and swung
it open. He could see a stout ape-like man, covered in thick, coarse,
black hair and wearing a white nightshirt skipping away through the

sand. Chuck fired without taking aim. His bullets struck up dust behind
the ape man. The mad creature didn’t even seem to notice.
Chuck was about to make his way down the stairs to give chase when
he heard Sandra crying. He climbed back into the train car and saw her
hovering over the body of Mrs. Phillysworth. Sandra looked up at him
with tears in her eyes.
“She’s dead,” she sobbed.
“I’ll kill that beast!” Chuck swore.
“No!” Sandra said. “Please. Stay. Don’t leave me alone here!”
Chuck nodded. “Of course.” He entered the car and locked what
remained of the door behind him.
“What are those things?” Chuck said.
“They’re just people,” Sandra said. “Men and women with fractured
minds.”
“He had the strength of a bull!”
“Without the limitations of reason their bodies are capable of things
normal people don’t allow themselves to do. They have thresholds of
pain higher than our own. They’re capable of savage acts that make
them seem like animals.”
“They’re monsters!”
“In a way, but in one important way they are very much like us.”
“How is that?”
“They can be killed.”
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Dooley was whistling as he walked up along side the tilted dining car.
He had the coach gun slung over his shoulder and was pulling a tall
wooden wagon behind him. It was about four feet long and tall enough
to load without having to bend down. With its spoke wooden wheels it
looked like a miniature buckboard. It bounced over rocks and chunks of
wood and debris as he pulled it up along side the train car.
The dining car had titled to one side as it left the tracks. It buried its
metal wheels deep into the sandy landscape. The opening to the car was
easy enough to access, but the angle it was at meant that Dooley still had
to climb inside and struggle to maintain his balance. He stopped
whistling for a moment and put one hand on his hip as he looked over
the scene. Then, inspired by another bright idea, Dooley began to
whistle again. He maneuvered the cart under the slanted doorway. He
pushed some rocks under the two wheels closest to the train car. He
forced the pull handle into the sand as deeply as he could and wiggled
the wagon to make sure that all was good and solid. Using the spokes of
the back wheel as a step Dooley climbed onto the flatbed of the wagon
and lifted himself into the train car. He got to his feet with one foot on
the side wall and one on what used to be the floor. He swung the
shotgun from his shoulder and held it out in front of him in both hands
for balance.
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Just as he stopped swaying Dooley heard a clanging come from the
corner of the car. It sounded like someone had knocked over some pots.
Dooley tried to steady his footing as he peered into the shadowy corner
near the service counter. He put his hand around the rear grip of the gun
and slid his finger next to the trigger guard.
“Hello?” Dooley said softly, hoping to see a cat, fox, or even coyote
pounce out onto the counter.
Another sound of shifting metal utensils echoed from behind the
counter.
Dooley shouldered the coach gun. He put his cheek to the stock and
slid his index finger into the trigger guard and onto the front of the two
triggers. Carefully he used his thumb to pull back each of the two
hammers. He took a deep breath and tried to hold the weapon steady.
“Show yourself,” Dooley commanded, with a crack in his voice.
Slowly he saw a trembling hand rise from behind the counter. It was
a dirty hand with black under the fingernails and grime in every crease of
the skin. Dooley recognized it as a man’s hand from the short, chewed
fingernails, but it wasn’t a particularly large or calloused hand. Dooley
watched carefully, waiting for the telltale white sleeve of one of the
missing lunatics. First he saw the person’s other hand in much the same
shape as the first and then the top of a cowboy hat.
Right about the time a deep voice pleaded, “Don’t shoot,” Dooley
saw the checkered flannel sleeves of a tattered shirt. The porter breathed
a sigh of relief and carefully lowered the hammers of the gun.
“Who are you?” Dooley asked. “You’re not one of the passengers.”
“You work for the railroad?” The grimy man said as he climbed out
from behind the counter.
“I do,” Dooley said proudly.
“Well, can you lower that there gun before I explain who I am?” The
grimy man said, as he motioned with his still raised hand to indicate the
shotgun.
“Why?” Dooley asked.
“I’m afraid you might be a bit angry with me, but I assure you we
meant no harm,” the man said meekly. “When I tell you how I fit in with
all this though, I’d rather not have a member of the railroad pointing a
gun at me.”
Dooley looked at the young man’s face. He was clean shaven, if not
neatly, and had a disarming smile that made him seem likeable. His eyes
were dark and the rest of his facial features were difficult to make out
because he wore a mask of grime, much like that on his hands and arms.
His hair was hacked short. Not a barbershop haircut, but a good attempt,
probably done on the trail or by a well-meaning mother. Dooley slowly
lowered the gun, but kept a good solid grip on it.
“Tell your tale,” Dooley said, with a bit of a smile.
The young man lowered his arms. He relaxed a bit and leaned on one
of the crooked benches jutting from the slanted floor of the car.
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“My name is…Brandon,” he said. “My friend and I were moving
some nitro over that ridge just next to the pass your train was trying to
travel through.”
Dooley relaxed his grip on the gun as he realized where the story was
going.
“There are some men trapped in a mine about ten miles west of here,”
Brandon went on. “The rescuers needed the nitro to shift a huge boulder
blocking one of the side passages. We were on a mission of mercy.”
“And it paid well too,” Dooley said.
“Well, yes,” Brandon said, with a bit of guilt in his voice. “But there
was still no competition volunteering for the job!” Brandon added in his
defense.
“I suppose not,” Dooley said.
“Well,” Brandon continued, “my partner and I…” he lowered his eyes
and removed his hat as he paused. “My partner and I didn’t have much
experience in moving explosives. None actually, but the job needed
doing.”
“You blew that landslide down onto the tracks?”
“The road was very rocky on the ridge, but going around would have
cost us a half a day. We decided it would be best to try and smooth out
the trail and move on, so I got out and went ahead clearing stones and
flattening the clay as best I could.”
“You missed a stone?”
“No. It would have been my turn in the wagon in another few
minutes, but a rattler spooked the horses. They took off like a shot. I
couldn’t stop them and before I knew it the wagon was overturning and
you know what happened after that.”
“The nitro blew, causing that landslide.”
“And killing my partner. I can only guess that his body is down there
somewhere among the rubble.”
“I don’t understand why we didn’t hear the explosion. Even over the
sound of the engine it must have been quite a thundering noise.”
“It was pretty early this morning. We had ridden all night. My only
guess is that it blew long before you got here.”
“So you could have warned us!” Dooley said, straightening up and
tightening his grip on the gun.
“No! No,” Brandon protested. “I was out cold. I was lucky that blast
didn’t kill me too. By the time I came to, the train was buried in that
landslide.”
“And you thought with your payday ruined you’d see what you could
steal from here.”
“Would I being ransacking the dining car for valuables? I could hit
the luggage car for that!”
“So, what were you doing here?”
“Our supplies were on the wagon. Blown to pieces. No water. No
food. No horses. I was looking for a way to stay alive while I tried to

trek onto the mining camp and let them know the nitro was lost.”
“I guess that makes sense.” Dooley said, with a trace of doubt in his
voice. “Well, you can help me a bit," he said with a smile.
“Glad to earn my keep,” Brandon said. “What can I do?”
“Help me gather some of this water and food and load it into that cart.
The others must be hungry by now.”
“Others? How many others?”
“Two ladies, three other men, one injured.”
Brandon grabbed a huge barrel of water and began to roll it toward
the door.
“Whoa!” Dooley shouted. “I’ll get that.”
“It’s no trouble,” Brandon offered.
“I know, but you look like a strapping young lad.”
Brandon smiled.
“And I’ll need you out there to ease this barrel into the cart,” Dooley
continued. “If we just drop something this heavy onto it we’re likely to
snap the axles.”
“Right,” Brandon said. He tugged his hat low onto his head and leapt
from the train. He reached up to capture the heavy barrel. Dooley was
right. He was a strong young man. Brandon’s arms rippled as they took
the massive weight of the barrel and lowered it into the cart without so
much as a “thump”.
“I’ll go grab some food,” Dooley announced. “You just sit tight.”
“Will do,” Brandon said, tugging on the brim of his hat.
Sgt. Jackson was panting when he reached the precipice of the
landslide. He settled onto his perch and slid the rifle from its leather
case. He scanned the landscape for any sign of movement. He looked
up the walls of the pass and could see a likely place where the avalanche
had begun. It was a chunk carved out of the rock face where one of the
gigantic boulders could have rested. The vibrations from the locomotive
could have shaken it loose. From the looks of the gouge left behind it
would have been tremendous. Certainly big enough to cause a chain
reaction.
Jackson felt as if someone was watching him. He slowly turned and
looked at the ridge above and behind him. There was sparse green and
brown brush along its rim. He saw some of the taller weeds sway as if
something behind them had moved. Sgt. Jackson pushed his hat back
upon his head and brought the rifle up to his shoulder. He peered
through the rear sight, down the barrel and to the ramp sight at the front
of the long gun. He looked through the sights toward the swaying
weeds. His eyes went in and out of focus as he stared at the green and
brown above his head. A flash of white caught his eye. Like a sheet
moving behind the weeds. Without hesitation Jackson fired.
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Brandon turned and looked toward the front of the wreckage. Dooley
poked his head down from one of the windows of the dining car.
“What was that?” Dooley asked.
“Sounded like a shot,” Brandon said.
Dooley ran toward the doorway. He fell out into the dirt next to the
cart. He looked up at Brandon.
“Could you tell which direction it came from?” Dooley asked.
Brandon helped him to his feet and the little porter began to dust
himself off. Brandon reached down into the dirt and grasped the coach
gun. He hefted it in his hands. Dooley turned and saw the young
stranger holding the gun with the barrels pointed in his direction.
“May I have that back?” he said.
“Surely,” Brandon offered, as he passed the gun to Dooley.
Dooley took hold of the gun. Another shot rang out. Dooley turned
and ran toward the front of the train.
“It came from this way!” he shouted. “Mr. Jackson has found them!”
“Them?” Brandon asked, as he ran up beside Dooley.
“The other survivors.”
“Why would he be shooting at two women and an injured man?”
“Not them. The freaks!”
“Freaks?”
Back in the cargo car Chuck and Sandra heard the echo of the shots.
They both looked toward the door with the shattered window. Mrs.
Phillysworth’s body had been covered with a blanket and set in a corner
at the back of the car. Sandra couldn’t help but glance back at the sinister
lump after hearing the shot.
“Should I go see what that was?” Chuck asked.
“I wish you wouldn’t,” Sandra said.
“You can’t leave the girl with just me to protect her,” Mr. Smith
croaked. “You’re the only useful gun we got left.”
“Right,” Sandra said. “Besides, the sergeant can handle any trouble
that may come up.”
Another shot rang out.
“Well, if he’s still firing, I guess he’s okay,” Chuck observed.
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At the top of his perch Sgt. Jackson cursed. He held the rifle in front
of him and checked the sights.
“Something ain’t right with this dang thing!” he shouted. “I ain’t
never missed three times in a row.”
Suddenly the woman he shot at earlier and the hairy man leapt up
from behind the weeds. The woman tossed two brick sized stones down
at the sergeant. He covered his head with his arms and the rifle, but one
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of the stones hit him and he winced in pain as it tore his flesh and
bruised his muscles.
“Bitch!” Jackson shouted.
He brought the rifle to his shoulder and took aim. As he did he saw
the ape-like man hoisting a rock above his head that must have weighed
one hundred pounds.
“Holy mother of---!” Jackson began.
Before he could finish the crazed man let the rock fly like a
cannonball. Sgt. Jackson turned and began to slide down the pile of
rubble. He could feel the sharp edges cutting his hands and tearing at his
clothes. Behind him he heard the tremendous boulder strike the top of
the pile. He hit the ground just as Dooley and Brandon ran up.
“Take cover!” Jackson shouted, scrambling to the back of the
engine.
Without question Dooley joined him under the cover of the heavy
metal engine. Brandon jumped in the opposite direction and covered his
head with his arms. A torrent of stone and dirt rained down. The metal
of the engine clanged as it was once again pelted with a barrage of huge
rocks and falling earth. Dooley and Jackson stayed crouched behind the
protection of the train until the small landslide stopped. They coughed
as the dust settled and slowly crept back out into the opening.
Jackson scanned the ridge, but could no longer see his attackers.
“What happened?” Dooley asked.
“I found some of my missing cargo,” Jackson explained. “They
weren’t happy to see me.”
Jackson looked over at the man lying in the dirt, covered in rocks
and pebbles.
“Who’s that?” he asked. “One of your men, Dooley?”
“Brandon!” Dooley shouted, running over to the downed
cowboy.
Dooley grabbed the injured man by the shoulder and turned him
over onto his back. He gasped as he saw that Brandon’s face was deeply
cut and fractured by the impact of a rock. Some of his teeth had been
knocked out.
“Brandon?” Dooley said. “Are you alright?”
Brandon grunted.
“Quick,” Jackson said, tearing one of his sleeves loose. “Wrap
that face of his up and let’s get out of here.”
Dooley took the makeshift bandage and began to wrap it around
Brandon’s face. The young man forced a smile onto his face.
“Thanks,” he said. “I’ll be okay.” He struggled to his feet.
“Boy, blown up and caught in an avalanche in one day.”
“If we don’t get moving you’ll be able to add bushwhacked and
eaten by a pack of insane freaks to that list!” Sgt. Jackson said.
“Then I guess we best be going,” Brandon said, as he steadied
himself.

“I’ll go back and get the cart so we can grab that toolbox,”
Dooley offered.
“Nonsense,” Brandon said. “I’ll get it.”
Jackson and Dooley watched in amazement as the injured young
man with a bloody bandage on his face hoisted the heavy toolbox up
with one hand and dropped it onto his shoulder.
“Let’s get going,” Brandon said, with a broken smile showing
through his bandage.
Jackson slid the rifle into the case on his back and gathered up
some of the coal chunks.
“You heard the man, Dooley,” he said. “Let’s get going.”
The three of them marched off toward the back of the train.
“We’ll pick up the cart of supplies on the way,” Dooley said. He
looked back over his shoulder to be sure they weren’t being followed.
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Dooley was the first one onto the platform of the cargo car. He
peered in through the shattered window.
“What happened here?” he asked
Sandra jumped up and unlocked the battered door. She began to
ramble as Dooley stepped into the train car.
“It was awful,” she stated. “A huge hand burst through and grabbed
Mrs. Phillysworth! One of those – those – things attacked her!”
“Things?” Brandon mumbled through his bandage as he stepped in
behind Dooley.
Sandra took one look at his bloody bandaged face and screamed at the
top of her lungs. She blacked out and fell into Chuck’s waiting arms.
“Sorry,” Dooley said. “I suppose I should have warned you we made
a new friend.”
Brandon gently put the huge toolbox on the floor. At the same time
Chuck rolled up a sheet and placed Sandra’s head upon it. Both men
straightened up and extended their hands.
“My name is Brandon,” the young man mumbled.
“Chuck,” Chuck said, as he took Brandon’s hand. “That there’s my
Pa.”
Mr. Smith wearily raised his hand to wave.
“Pleased to meet you both,” Brandon said. “What are these things
everyone keeps talking about?”
“Killers!” Sgt. Jackson said, as he climbed up onto the deck with a
box full of food in his arms. “Crazed killers that were under military
escort to a special hospital in New York.”
“Killers?” Brandon echoed.
“Yes,” Chuck confirmed. “And one of them killed Mrs.
Phillysworth.”
He pointed to the blanket covered body in the corner. Sgt. Jackson
followed his direction and walked over to the corner. He pulled the

blanket from Mrs. Phillysworth’s body and paused for a moment while
he examined the knife protruding from her face. Chuck and Dooley
squirmed as they heard a spongy noise come from the body. Sgt.
Jackson replaced the blanket and stood up. He walked over to Chuck
and presented him with his knife. It had dried blood on the blade and
handle.
“Isn’t this yours, kid?” Jackson asked.
Chuck looked at the knife in disbelief and nodded silently.
“Well,” Jackson explained, “you shouldn’t just leave things like this
lying around. We need all the weapons we can get.”
“I don’t want it,” Chuck said quietly.
“Fine,” Jackson replied, and he slid the knife into his gun belt.
“Why’d ya kill her?”
“What?” Chuck asked.
Dooley took a step back and raised the shotgun, pointing it at Chuck.
“Your knife was in her face,” Jackson explained. “Stands to reason
you put it there. I’m guessing she was bitching at the pretty one and you
got fed up listening to her.” He moved his head to indicate Sandra.
“You were protecting the honor of the girl you’re sweet on and stabbed
the old biddy in the face.”
“No,” Chuck said. “No! That’s not how it happened at all!”
Dooley raised the coach gun to his shoulder. Jackson put his hand on
the tip of the barrel and gently pushed the gun so it was pointing at the
floor.
“Easy there, killer,” Jackson said. “I was kidding.”
He patted Chuck on the shoulder.
“Don’t lose hold of one our weapons again. These freaks are crazy,
but they’re not stupid. They can easily turn our own weapons against
us.”
“Um, she’s starting to wake up,” Brandon pointed out. “I’d really
rather not have her scream at me again.”
“Dooley, see to the young lady,” Jackson suggested. “Let her know
about our new friend here.” He pointed to Chuck and Brandon in turn.
“You two come with me. Let’s get the rest of the supplies on board so
we can lock up before the sun goes down.”
The sky was bright, fiery red when Fox rode up to the landslide that
separated the pass from the train. Even in the fading light he could see
that something had changed. He dismounted from Thunderbolt and
quietly led the horse around stone blockade. He patted the horse’s
bloody shoulder and could feel the heat and foam coming from his skin.
“We’ve got to get you some water,” Fox whispered to the horse. He
shook his canteen and could hear that it was nearly empty. He took a
short sip and poured what was left into Thunderbolt’s mouth. The horse
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greedily drank up what little water he could get from the canteen.
“C’mon old friend,” Fox said, “let’s find you some more to drink.
There may be something back in the livestock car we found you in.”
He led the horse down the track in the fading light. He knew he
should get back to the others before dark, but he wanted to be sure that
Thunderbolt was taken care of first. The horse might come in handy
again, and besides he had earned as much when he saved Fox’s life.
The shadows of the train were growing longer as the sun went down
over the horizon. Fox moved cautiously past the carcasses of the dead
cattle and kept a safe distance from the train, so as to avoid an ambush.
Thunderbolt followed closely behind him. The sound of his hooves
pounded out a steady, slow beat. Fox knew that if any of the patients
were still around they’d be able to hear the horse coming.
He saw the remains of the livestock car with the battered door still
open, leaving a gaping hole in the side of the train car. The setting sun
was on the opposite side of the tracks, so that light only entered through
the slats of the loosely fitted wooden boards. Fox stared into the
darkness. He could see dust and flies dancing in the streaks of red
sunlight. The shadow-filled car looked peaceful and still. So much so
that it made Fox uncomfortable. He pulled the pistol from his belt and
rolled the cylinder with his thumb, checking to confirm how many
rounds he had. His heart sank when he saw that it was just one.
Fox looked over at the panting horse. He knew that he must get
Thunderbolt water as soon as possible. The ride was long enough, but at
full speed and with injuries it had taken a lot out of the noble animal.
Fox took a deep breath, gripped the pistol firmly, and stepped onto the
ramp into the livestock car. He heard Thunderbolt trot up behind him.
Fox turned and put his hand out, palm up. “You wait here.”
Thunderbolt took a cautious step back.
Fox shook his head in disbelief. He turned back toward the darkness
of the train car and slowly crept up the ramp. He kept his gun at the
ready. He held the weapon near his hip squinting his eyes as he
approached the darkness step by step. The red beams of sunlight caused
the darkness of the shadows to be even darker in contrast with the
burning light. Fox feared that someone may be waiting just inside the
doorway to ambush him. He crouched down lower as he got near the
top of the ramp, and with two long steps he thrust himself forward and
into the air. He shifted his weight so that his body spun around one
hundred and eighty degrees before hitting the wooden boards of the floor
with a thud. He came down squarely in the center of the livestock car.
His eyes struggled to scan the shadows and corners of the car. He could
see a reflection of water rippling on the ceiling in one of the corners. As
he approached it he could see that there was a barrel in the darkness of
the shadowy corner. Fox heard the water swishing as the boards creaked
under his feet. He got to the barrel and verified that it was nearly full of
water by dipping his fingers in over the edge. He turned his head toward
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the huge doorway and clicked his tongue against his teeth to call
Thunderbolt in for a drink.
“Strange,” he whispered to himself as he listened to the horse clomp
up the wooden ramp. “I would have thought this barrel would have
needed to be tightly capped to keep from spilling itself empty while the
train was moving.”
He barely finished the thought when he felt water splash onto his
back. He never had time to turn around. Two hands were around his
neck before he knew what was happening. His eyes began to tear as he
felt himself blacking out. Fox struggled to breathe, but his attacker’s
grip was too strong. Thunderbolt reared up at the sight of the struggling
Fox, but there was little he could do with the lunatic protected behind his
victim.
Fox reached his gun hand over his head and turned it toward the water
barrel. He lowered it until he felt it stop against his assailant’s head.
Fox pulled the trigger. The madman’s head exploded and Fox felt the
hands slip from his throat. There was a sloshing noise as the body sank
back down into the barrel. By the time Fox turned around he could only
see strands of blonde hair floating on the top of the water. He titled the
barrel toward the sunlight softly slipping in through the slats of the wall
and could see that the barrel had filled with blood.
Fox shouted out in terror as he felt something brush up against his
shoulder. He quickly turned to look and saw that Thunderbolt was
nudging him. The horse snorted and tried to push past him toward the
water barrel.
“No,” Fox said putting his hand up. “I know you’re thirsty, but let’s
see if there’s something in the other corner.”
Even as he said it he dreaded the thought of having something pounce
at him from another dark corner. He was unarmed now and had barely
managed fighting these things when he had a gun. He began to feel the
walls for something he could use as a weapon. His hand came upon the
wooden handle of a tool. He ran his fingers up the wooden handle and
felt the pointed prongs of a pitchfork. Fox smiled. He lifted his new
weapon from its hook upon the wall and started toward the far corner of
the car. Already he could hear the water sloshing in the wooden barrel.
His eyes immediately turned up and he could see no water reflected on
the ceiling. He got closer and tapped the lid. It was intact. Fox smiled,
but decided to take no chances. He gripped the pitchfork tightly in his
hands and thrust it into the side of the barrel. It pierced three huge holes
into the wooden boards that made the barrel. Water began to flow out.
Before Fox could extend an invitation Thunderbolt ran up behind him
and began to drink the water streaming from one of the holes. Fox
smiled and reached down for the tightly placed lid. He pried it open with
the pitchfork and flung it to the side.
“This ought to get you through the night,” he said. “Keep out of sight
until morning.”

The horse took a break from drinking long enough to snort a goodbye to Fox. Fox headed back down the ramp with the pitchfork in his
hand. He looked up at the star-filled sky and realized that it was night.
The sun was virtually gone and soon he would have only the moonlight
to guide his walk back toward the cargo car.
Fox leapt from the ramp and began to run back to the improvised
shelter.
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“Did you hear that shot?” Sandra said as she shot bolt upright.
Half a dozen kerosene lanterns hung from hooks on the walls and
provided dim, orange light for the small space. Dooley and Brandon
were preparing the toolbox to act as a heat stove and Sgt. Jackson was
standing near the tattered door staring out the window. He had a rolled
cigarette in his mouth. Chuck was sitting on the floor next to his father’s
makeshift bed. Mr. Smith barely woke up at the sound, but he stirred a
bit.
“That was close,” Dooley said, looking up from his work.
Jackson chewed on his cigarette. “Sure was.”
“Fox?” Sandra said hopefully.
“He couldn’t be back already, could he?” Chuck said, getting to his
feet.
“Not with help,” Jackson said. The sergeant turned to Brandon.
“Your friend?”
“Not a chance,” Brandon said. “I didn’t see his body or nuthin’, but
he was in the wagon when it went up. No way he survived that.”
“Well, then,” Jackson said, as he unlocked the door, “that was most
likely Fox’s gun.”
“Then he’s back,” Chuck said hopefully, heading for the door.
“If he’s back,” Jackson explained, “he ran into trouble. He didn’t
make it.”
“But he is back,” Sandra said. She put her hand on her chest as she
tried to hold onto hope.
“Could be,” Jackson said. “Or else…”
“Or else?” Chuck parroted.
“Or else someone’s got hold of his gun,” Sgt. Jackson said. He
grabbed the closest lantern and abruptly pushed the door open and exited
the car. Without turning around he gave a parting order, “Lock that door
behind me.”
Chuck obliged by locking the door. He looked back at Sandra and
could see the hope in her face. “I’m sure Fox is fine,” he said. “He
seems a capable man.”
Sandra just nodded her head. She raised her hand to her mouth and
began to chew on her fingernail. Her other hand rested on the satchel at
her side.
“This is about ready to light,” Dooley said, looking at the pile of coal
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in the metal toolbox. They had stationed it near the middle of the train
car and built up a floor of sand and stone under it and around it a few
feet. “Should keep us warm for the night.”
“I’m a bit concerned with Pa being so close to it,” Chuck said.
“He’s right,” Dooley observed rubbing his chin. “Let’s move him
over to the wall and get his blanket good and far from where the fire will
be.”
Chuck, Dooley, and Brandon hoisted the clumsy bed and carried it
over to the side wall opposite Sandra. They kicked away some debris
and boxes and carefully placed the injured man down. Brandon felt
Sandra’s stare upon him. He looked over and she could see only his eyes
and part of his mouth past his bloody bandage.
“Something wrong, Miss?” he asked.
“No,” Sandra said quickly. “It’s just your bandage is soaked through.
Looks like it could use some changing.”
“I’ll be fine, Miss,” Brandon said. “There’s still some work to be
done. We can worry about my bandage after the fire is started and
everyone has had some hot food and coffee.”
“Coffee?” Mr. Smith suddenly asked weakly but excitedly.
Chuck laughed. “Ya, Pa. Dooley found some coffee in the dining
car.”
“I can do with some coffee,” Mr. Smith managed to say before he
began to cough again.
“I’ll start the fire,” Dooley said proudly.
“No you won’t,” Brandon said, as he reached into the pile of tools and
hoisted the pick-axe into the air.
Sandra gasped. Dooley backed into Chuck and clutched at the
Derringer in his pocket.
“Not until I knock a chimney out of this roof,” Brandon said. He
climbed up on a crate and swung the pick-axe into the wooden planks
above his head.
Everyone quietly released a sigh of relief as they watched the young
man swing his powerful arm and pierce the thick roof of the train car.
“Not too big of a hole, now,” Dooley said. “We don’t want to lay out
the welcome mat for those animals, not even on the roof.”
“Gotch'ya,” Brandon said, with one more heavy swing of the tool. He
lost his footing on the crate and fell backwards. Man and axe flew
toward the floor. Dooley stepped back out of harm’s way and Chuck
threw himself upon his father’s chest to protect the injured man.
Brandon crashed down at Mr. Smith’s feet and the pick-axe plunged
through the floor boards leaving a small hole.
Sandra got to her feet and ran to Brandon’s side.
“Are you okay,” she asked with concern.
“Fine,” he replied, as he tried to get to his feet.
Sandra grabbed his shoulder and tried to help him up. He quickly
turned his head so that the side without the bandage was turned away

from her. Sandra took the hint and backed away. He tried to sound
casual and jovial when he spoke next.
“Sorry about that, folks. I guess a crate makes a poor step ladder.”
He took hold of the handle of the pick-axe firmly. “Stand back now.
I’ll fix this in a jiffy.” He wiggled the handle carefully and then with a
quick jerk he pulled the tool free. It let out a tremendous crack and
pulled half of a thick floorboard with it, leaving a gaping eight inch hole
where the pick-axe had once been.
“Dang it!” Chuck complained. “Now there’s going to be a draft on
Pa!”
Brandon tossed a blanket over the hole and put the crate he had been
standing on over the blanket. “That should do it.”
“It will be plenty warm once Dooley gets that fire started,” Sandra
said to reassure Chuck. “I’ll get that coffee ready.”
She smiled and Chuck smiled back. He knew she was worried about
Fox and appreciated her effort to keep things calm and close to normal.
He walked over to the boxes of supplies by the door and helped her
rummage for the coffee pot. Dooley took his cue and pulled a box of
matches from his vest pocket. He lit the fire.
Brandon slid down the wall in the far corner and took a seat right next
to the blanket-covered body of Mrs. Phillysworth. Sandra shuddered as
she glanced over and saw the grim scene. She had wanted the body put
outside, but agreed with the others that they couldn’t just leave the old
woman out in the dirt to be mauled by the savages they were taking
shelter from. Thinking of what they might do to her body gave her
chills. She looked back one more time at Brandon and he was sitting
next to the body as if it was no more than a pile of old laundry. The
corner of his mouth showing under the bandage curled up into a smile
and he touched the brim of his hat to acknowledge her attention. Sandra
shivered again and quickly turned away.
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The blue light of the moon was all Fox had to go by as he reached the
back of the train. Had it not been for the overturned caboose he
wouldn’t have known that he had gone too far. He cursed the darkness
and sat down in the sand. He rested his back against what used to be the
top of the tiny train car and rested the pitchfork at an angle from the
ground to across his knees. The points of the fork were facing outward,
so as to make a barrier between Fox and the vast, dark desert in front of
him. The caboose watched his back. He reluctantly closed his eyes
tightly and tried to listen to the night air around him. With the exception
of a few crickets chirping and other insects, there was no noise. No
coyotes howling and no owls hooting. Fox thought it was strange for the
desert to be so quiet as night fell. The train crash would have scared the
animals off but by now, the night hunters surely would have moved in.
Scavengers like coyotes would have followed the vultures and should be

feeding on the dead cattle by now. Fox heard nothing bigger than a
beetle. Even the vultures had been scared off. Something was definitely
wrong.
He struggled against his desire to open his eyes too soon. He knew
that in a few moments he’d have them adjusted to see in the light of the
half moon with little trouble. The silence of the night was disturbing, but
Fox took comfort in knowing that anything bigger than a mouse would
make enough noise to sound like thunder in this silence. Even the
padded feet of a cougar would shatter the silence if it tried to come over
the back of the wooden caboose.
Fox’s eyes shot open when he heard some rocks shuffle.
A boot had kicked a small stone through the gravel and debris.
Had the patients been wearing boots?
Fox thought hard and realized that they had been wearing soft shoes
like moccasins or slippers. His newly adjusted eyes, not quite ready, but
able to see much better now, darted back and forth. He tightened his
grip on the pitchfork and slowly turned his head toward the front of the
train. He was pretty sure the sound had come from there.
Another crunch of gravel confirmed that the person approaching was
definitely wearing boots. One of the others had probably heard the shot
and was coming out to investigate. Fox was sure of it.
But then again, one of them could have stolen the boots from one of
the dead soldiers.
Fox’s mind raced with the possibilities. He listened hard for another
moment and couldn’t hear a thing. He decided that now his eyes had
adjusted enough for him to make his way back to the shelter of the cargo
car. He eased himself to his feet and began a slow quiet walk back
toward the middle of the train.
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The flickering light of the lantern led the sergeant’s way. He had an
orange glow of about six feet all around him, but it caused the rest of the
landscape to sink into dark shadows and blackness. He stayed close
enough to the train to see the walls of the cars and follow the chaotic
curves of the jumbled wreckage. He kept heading up track figuring that
Fox or his attackers would be approaching from the pass. The toppled
cars rose like monoliths out of the broken earth. They created huge, dark
shapes that loomed over Sgt. Jackson like a terrible, war-torn city.
As he passed the livestock car he heard a shuffling noise from inside.
A chill ran up Sgt. Jackson’s spine. In the daylight he was glad, excited
even, to hunt the escaped patients, but now that darkness had fallen he
was more than happy to wait for help to arrive and go after them in the
morning. The soft shuffling sound echoed from inside of the huge cargo
hold again. Sgt. Jackson peered into the darkness of the gaping opening
in the side of the car. He could hear flies buzzing around the corpses of
the dead cattle inside and out, and the smell of manure filled his nostrils.
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He held the lantern higher and out in front of him, but it couldn’t
penetrate the cold, still darkness at the end of the ramp.
A scraping noise on the wall nearest him made him jump. He turned
toward the train car and drew his pistol with one movement. He
hesitated before firing. Realizing that the sound could be Fox taking
shelter in the livestock car he returned the gun to its holster. He knew he
had to investigate. He would have to go into the car.
Jackson chewed hard on the butt of his cigarette as he crouched down
and placed the lantern in the dirt. He reached over onto his back and slid
the rifle out. Holding it in the light of the lantern he cocked the weapon
using the lever behind the trigger and made sure it was ready to fire. The
experienced soldier took a deep breath and grabbed the lantern with his
left hand. Holding the rifle firmly in his right hand he straightened up.
He turned his head to the side and spit out the last remains of his
cigarette.
Another noise came from the livestock car and this time the whole
thing rocked.
There must be a dozen of them in there!
Jackson tried to put the thought out of his head. He held the lantern
out in front of him as far as his arm would stretch and began to march up
the ramp toward the car. The light never seemed to penetrate the
darkness. Jackson did his best to stand in the middle of the ramp. It was
nearly ten feet wide and he figured that gave him some room to react
should an attack come from either side. Just as he reached the top of the
ramp, the glow from his lantern pierced the darkness beyond the huge
doorway. The air flickered with the orange light. He squinted to try and
see inside. He couldn’t see a thing. Cautiously he took a step forward
and he stopped dead when his foot sank into something soft on the floor.
He heard a squishing noise and instantly the sergeant’s mind went to the
spilled intestines of his murdered guards.
Reluctantly he lowered the lantern and was relieved at what he saw.
“Shit,” he whispered to himself. “I stepped in horseshit.”
A snort and the clopping of horseshoes came from the corner.
Jackson breathed another sigh of relief as he lifted the lantern and turned
it toward the corner. He saw the battered horse trying to shrink into the
corner.
“Well, horse, it’s you,” Jackson said happily. He swung the lantern
around the darkness of the car and saw the other corners were empty
except for some barrels and piles of manure. “Where’s your rider?”
Thunderbolt seemed to relax a bit at the sound of Jackson’s voice.
The sergeant lowered the rifle and sauntered over to the horse. He patted
the animal on the side and the horse winced. He raised the lantern and
saw the cuts along Thunderbolt’s side. Jackson pulled back his hand.
“Sorry, fella,” he said. “Looks like you’ve been through a lot. From
the sound of that gunshot awhile ago you managed to carry Fox back
here. If he was well enough to lead you to water he’s probably heading

back to the cargo car.” Jackson thought it over and deduced that he must
have passed Fox in the darkness, maybe on the other side of the train
wreckage. He decided to head back to the others and hoped to find Fox
there warming himself by the fire.
Jackson rubbed Thunderbolt’s nose and said, “Get some rest, fella.
We have a big day tomorrow.” Before he turned to leave he heard the
creak of a foot stepping onto the ramp.
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Fox didn’t get far before a white flash shot out from under the
wreckage of the train and crossed his path. He was swept off his feet
and fell onto his back. He managed to keep a tight grip on the handle of
the pitchfork. Fox heard the shuffle of boots as they passed over the
gravelly ground, but he also heard what sounded like bare feet. He
turned and saw the white clad figure disappear behind a dune a few yards
from the train tracks. He could hear something moving and snarling in
the darkness just beyond the dune. The thing definitely sounded like an
animal except for the clomping of the boots.
Fox raised himself up onto his elbows and then began to stand.
Before he knew what was happening the white flash shot out from
behind the dune and knocked him to the ground again. He turned over
onto his side and stabbed after it with his pitchfork, but the attacker had
disappeared under the twisted train wreckage.
Fox rolled back toward the dune. He knew if he stood up too close to
the wreckage he would just be knocked down again in another surprise
attack. He couldn’t believe that a human being could move so quickly
on all fours like that. Snarling from the deep shadows of the twisted
metal and shattered wood caught Fox’s attention. He hunched over to
try and see what was making the noise. He was astounded to see a thin
man with long gray hair scrambling in the dirt like a dog on all fours.
The dog-man bared his teeth and snarled as he returned Fox’s gaze.
Fox watched in awe as the dog-man raised his shoulders and
mimicked a wolf ready to pounce. Fox decided that this animal-like man
had to be run off or killed. It was the only way he’d make it back to the
others. He couldn’t keep looking over his shoulder while trying to find
his way in the dark.
Fox tightened his grip on the pitchfork and held it low and close to his
side. He took aim at the white shirt of the dog-man and let out a war cry
as he charged toward his target. Fox heard barking warning him off, a
scuttle of feet and hands as the strange little man turned, and a howl as
the pitchfork hit home in the thickest part of the man’s buttocks. Fox
smiled as he heard the dog-man run off into the darkness on the far side
of the wreckage. He composed himself, cleaned the blood from the tips
of the pitchfork by thrusting it into the sand and resumed his trip up
track.
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Chuck paced the length of the train car.
“The sergeant should be back by now!” he exclaimed. “If that was
Fox out there shooting, they should be back by now!”
Sandra shivered and rubbed her shoulders. She looked out the
window longingly. Dooley noticed her gaze and stood up. He walked
over to Chuck and put his hand on his shoulder to stop his pacing.
Chuck looked at him blankly.
“You’re not the only one anxious for Mr. Fox to get back,” Dooley
explained. He motioned with his head toward Sandra.
Chuck bit his lip and silently nodded his head. He strolled over to
where Sandra was sitting on the floor. He slid down next to her.
“Sorry, ma’am,” he said. “If I could have gone in place of Mr. Fox I
would have. After all, it’s my Pa who needs a doctor.”
Sandra turned and patted Chuck on the shoulder. “I understand,” she
said. “I know you wanted to go, but I was surprised that Thunderbolt
even let Fox ride him.”
Brandon’s eyes lit up when he heard the remark. “Thunderbolt!” he
shouted. “Your messenger rode off on Thunderbolt?”
The group looked at him strangely. He could feel their stares. He got
to his feet and continued to speak with a joking tone in his voice, “I
mean, who calls a horse Thunderbolt?” He dragged out the name to
emphasize how silly it sounded. “Thun-deer-bowl-T.”
“That’s Miss Sandra’s horse,” Chuck explained.
“What do you know of him?” Sandra asked Brandon. “Do I know
you?” She squinted her eyes and tried to look more closely at him, but
in the dim light of the fire and through the thin veil of smoke that hung
in the car it was hard to make out the details of anyone’s face, no less
that of a man wearing a bandage.
“Ever been to Kentucky?” Brandon said with a smirk.
She shook her head and looked away. Chuck decided to continue his
explanation.
“Fox was the only one that Thunderbolt would let ride him,” Chuck
said.
“What about the pretty girl?” Brandon asked. “It’s her horse, ain’t
it?”
“We couldn’t send a woman out there!” Dooley said, shocked that he
had to mention such a simple thing. “I wouldn’t ask a woman to make
that ride even if there wasn’t a vicious band of crazed animals wandering
the desert!”
“So,” Brandon asked, “where did this messenger ride to in order to
fetch a doctor?”
“He was following the tracks up the line toward the next stop,”
Dooley replied.
“That must be a half day’s ride!” Brandon said.

Chuck took a step closer to him. “You know of someplace closer he
might have found a doctor?”
“Well, like I told Mr. Dooley, here, we were headed to a mine cave-in
when the nitro blew,” Brandon said.
“And they’d have sent for a doctor!” Sandra said. “How close did
you say that mine was?”
“Can’t be much more than ten miles,” Brandon explained. “Just west
of the ridge.”
Chuck looked over at his father who was sweating and squirming in
his sleep. The old man moaned in pain.
“A whole day wasted,” Chuck muttered. “Just ten miles. Fox could
have been back before dark.”
“We couldn’t have known,” Sandra said sympathetically.
“Why didn’t Dooley know about the mining camp?” Chuck insisted.
“Shouldn’t the railroad know what’s going on around its trains?”
“I’ve never heard of any such camp!” Dooley said in his defense. “I
couldn’t have known about it. They haven’t made use of the railroad at
all.”
“They only recently started digging,” Brandon said. “It’s not likely
they’ve found anything to ship by freight yet.”
“Now that we know, we can get help first thing in the morning,”
Sandra said, as she rushed to Chuck’s side. She wrapped her hand
around his shoulder to try and calm him down. She shot a scowl at
Brandon who was smiling. She almost thought he was pleased at the
conflict he had caused and she knew that the last thing this little group
needed was to fight amongst themselves. In the coming hours they may
need to be able to rely on each other completely in order to survive.
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Jackson swung around to face the ramp. The light from the lantern
shone down upon three approaching figures. To his left he saw the
woman from earlier; her shirt still stained with the blood and brains of
her friend. To his right the fat man that had attacked Fox was dragging
himself up the wooden ramp, pulling himself forward with his arms
because his one good leg wasn’t strong enough to support his massive
weight for very long. The figure in the middle is the one that made
Jackson shudder. He was covered in course black hair and his arms
hung long at his sides. Jackson decided that it must be the “ape-man”
Sandra and Chuck had said stabbed Mrs. Phillysworth in the face.
It took only a split second for Jackson to take in the whole scene. On
the other hand the three would-be attackers were still reeling from the
blinding sudden brightness of the lantern light when Jackson fired his
first shot. He fired without really taking aim. He was still swinging the
rifle around to face his enemies and let the first bullet fly when he was
sure that none of his new friends were among the group on the ramp.
The muzzle flash from the rifle blinded even the sergeant. The bullet
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burst forth, followed by a cloud of burning black powder. It tore through
the thigh of the cannibalistic woman. The burning powder singed the
shirt of the ape-man. The fat man let out of cry of fear and the woman
fell off the side of the ramp.
Jackson cocked the lever under the stock of the rifle to load another
round. This time he raised the stock to his shoulder, intending to take
careful aim at the ape-man and finish him off. Sgt. Jackson had made a
fatal error, however, and underestimated the speed of the creeping fat
man. Even wounded the huge man was powerful enough to grab
Jackson’s ankle and swing the man to the floor of the train car.
Jackson’s back made a loud thud when it came down abruptly upon
the wooden boards. Hay and muck flew about him. The gun escaped his
grip. The lantern seemed to leap from his hand. It tumbled through the
air and Jackson watched the orange light as it danced across the ceiling
above him. The lantern came down next to the barrel with the corpse in
it. The glass exterior exploded and the oil flowed out. It was instantly
set ablaze.
Thunderbolt whinnied with fear.
The fat man crawled atop Jackson and pinned him to the floor.
Jackson was helpless under his oppressive weight. He watched in horror
as the flowing stream of liquid fire spread to hay and dry wood
throughout the train car.
The ape-man and cannibal woman charged into the car, leapt over
Jackson and went straight for the frightened horse. Thunderbolt had
learned to fear these strange people that moved so oddly. He raised up
and came down hard enough to get them to back off a few feet.
Thunderbolt charged forward and knocked the ape-man into a pile of
manure in the corner. The determined horse galloped for the ramp. In a
last act of heroism or by some lucky chance he kicked the fat man square
atop the center of his head and dizzied him enough for Jackson to
wrench himself free.
The sergeant scrambled to his feet, snatching the rifle up as he did.
He had the gun gripped by the barrel when he spotted, out of the corner
of his eye, the woman coming at him from the shadows. He swung the
rifle around and struck her in the face with the wooden stock. She shot
backwards and knocked over the water barrel with the corpse in it. The
body spilt out onto the floor of the train car and the water got under the
oil fire, further spreading it among the wood and hay.
The fire flowed across the exit of the car. Jackson realized that his
way out was blocked. His only exit from the train was now ablaze. The
fat man squealed and rolled out through the flames and down the ramp,
becoming a blazing ball of flame. The huge man continued to roll
around in the sand and managed to extinguish the flames by smothering
them in the sand and under his bulk.
Jackson saw the woman getting back to her feet, and the ape-man,
now covered in excrement, was circling around to the sergeant’s other

side. The two crazed people seemed unconscious of the inferno that had
surrounded them. Unconcerned of it, that is, with the exception of
realizing that it had trapped Jackson.
Sgt. Jackson looked for any other exit. A burning board fell from the
far wall of the train car and Jackson’s mind formed a desperate idea. He
aimed the gun at the far wall, held the trigger down, and pumped the
lever as quickly as he could. He moved the barrel of the gun around in a
huge circle as the bullets flew from it like spit from an angry animal.
Huge holes formed in the burning wood as the screaming bullets flew
through it. The ape-man and cannibal woman covered their faces and
turned away screaming as the shots rang out. Jackson roared like a
charging lion and ran full steam toward the weakened wooden wall. He
held the empty rifle out in front of him with both hands and ducked his
head down below his shoulder.
The full weight of the soldier’s two hundred pound frame hit the
blazing wall and the wood burst apart like so much paper. Jackson flew
through the air with an escort of burning embers around him. His trouser
cuffs were ablaze when he hit the ground. He tumbled through the
gravel and sand for several yards before he came to a stop. He sat up
and patted out the flames on his pants legs. He looked back and saw the
two crazed figures looking back at him through the hole his body had left
in the wall of the livestock car. His eyes locked with the ape-man’s and
he saw the evil glee that the man was feeling amidst all of the carnage
and destruction. The moment was over in a flash as smoke and flames
engulfed the train car.
Sgt. Jackson assumed the inhabitants would somehow survive the
blaze. He clutched the empty rifle and got to his feet. He used the glow
of the fire to guide him back across the plane toward the company of
other sane people.
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The sound of all the gunfire had the small group looking at the door
of the cargo car. Sandra screamed when she heard a thump and saw the
door shake. Someone was on the other side trying to get into the car.
She leaned backward into Chuck’s grasp and screamed again as the
prongs of a pitchfork appeared in the square of the shattered window.
They all breathed a sigh of relief when Fox’s face appeared behind the
pitchfork. Chuck felt Sandra slip from his hands as she ran to the door to
undo the lock.
“Thank God, you’re alright!” Sandra said.
Fox watched her turn the lock and quickly pushed the door open,
nearly knocking her down. He swung the door closed behind him and
peered out into the night. He could see the light of the burning car
casting a glow over the twisted wreckage of the train. He was covered
in sweat and his eyes were wide. His heavy breathing caused his chest to
heave. His knuckles were white as his hand clutched the pitchfork
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tightly.
Sandra was disappointed that Fox didn’t seem to notice her. She had
thought his return would be more about their reunion. She expected it to
involve a tight embrace and maybe even a kiss. After not getting
attention from Fox and realizing that this was not to be a romantic
moment her mind drifted immediately to her horse.
“Thunderbolt!?” she said shaking Fox’s arm. “Where is my horse?”
Fox turned and looked at her. His face told a terrible story. He tried
to look calm as he put his free hand on Sandra’s shoulder.
“That magnificent horse saved my life,” he said.
Sandra’s face dropped.
“No, no,” Fox said quickly. “That isn’t a eulogy. He carried me all
the way back here. I took him to the livestock car to water him.”
“Then what’s wrong?” Sandra asked, with tears in her eyes.
“I think that may be the livestock car that’s burning out there,” Fox
said with a voice that sunk as he spoke.
The door swung open behind him and Jackson burst into the crowded
train car.
“It is!” he said.
The sergeant quickly slammed the door shut and turned the lock.
“Keep this door locked!”
Jackson turned back to the room. He could see everyone staring at
him. The barrel of his gun was still smoking. His clothes were tattered
and singed. He noticed the tears in Sandra’s eyes.
“The horse is fine,” he said. “He ran off on me, but without any
weight on his back I’m sure he’ll be difficult to catch.”
“He came back for me,” Fox said.
“Well, I didn’t wait around to find out if he’d do the same for me,”
Jackson said with a laugh. “He would have had to navigate a fire and
those freaks, so I decided to make my own way out.”
“How did you manage that?” Fox asked.
“Put in a backdoor,” Jackson smiled holding up the empty rifle. He
looked at Dooley, “Did we have any extra rounds for this thing?”
“I found some when we were cleaning out the toolbox to make the
fire,” Dooley said. He rummaged around in his pockets. He found a
small, long box in his front pants pocket and pulled it out. He tossed it
to Jackson.
“Very good, Mr. Dooley,” Jackson said. “Very good.” He crouched
down near the door and immediately began to load the empty saddle gun.
“We’re going to have company tonight. Not as much as we could have,
but still plenty to make it an interesting evening.”
“Did you kill any?” Fox asked.
“Don’t know,” Jackson said. “I left two in that burning train car, but
these monsters have a way of turning up like bad pennies.”
“Monsters?” Brandon said. “Just what are we dealing with?”
“They’re just people,” Fox said. “They can be killed.”
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“He’s right,” Jackson said. “It’s not easy, but I’ve killed a couple that
have stayed dead.”
“Thunderbolt got at least one,” Fox added. "And I shot a fat man who
must be dead by now.
Jackson shook his head.
“I hit him three times!” Fox insisted. “It was miles back! He
couldn’t be here. Not already! He just couldn’t be!”
“He is and he knocked me on my ass. One of his legs don’t work and
he’s got some blubber missing where you shot him in the body, but he’s
still alive, moving and causing havoc.”
With a last click of the lever Sgt. Jackson ensured that the rifle was
once again fully loaded. He straightened up and addressed the group
with the rifle hanging at his side.
“This is what I’m talking about, folks,” Jackson explained. “Don’t
assume you’re done with one of them unless you’ve blown their head off
or their heart out. They don’t seem to notice when they should be dead.
Think of the attitude of a rabid dog inside the body of a full grown
grizzly. They’re tenacious and more powerful than you could imagine.”
“And some of them are fast,” Fox added. “Fast enough to attack me
in the night before I saw him coming.”
“That fire is the only thing keeping us warm, but the smoke and light
from the lanterns is going to bring them right to us,” Jackson continued.
“They’ve got their different reasons, but they’re all out for blood. Each
was being escorted by my unit because he or she was a killer in his own
right.”
“They seemed like they were trying to eat Thunderbolt,” Fox said.
“The two women were cannibals,” Jackson said. “Out here in the
desert their methods may have rubbed off on the others.”
“Last one I saw thought he was a dog,” Fox said.
Sandra watched Brandon out of the corner of her eye. He looked very
interested in the descriptions of the lunatics. He even seemed to smile a
bit at the description of the dog-man.
“He crawled around on all fours and growled at me,” Fox said.
“I always figured him for a coyote,” Jackson said.
“That ought to be fine with you, Fox,” Brandon interjected.
Fox turned to him suspiciously. He stared at the bandaged face and
squinted his eyes. “I don’t believe that we’ve met.”
Brandon extended his open hand. “I don’t believe we have. My
name is Brandon. I’ve heard about you from the young lady.”
Fox glanced back at Sandra and suddenly felt a tug on his hand as
Brandon pulled him closer.
“I think she’s sweet on you, Redskin,” Brandon whispered directly
into Fox’s ear.
Fox broke off the handshake violently and looked into Brandon’s eyes
sternly. He took a step back and composed himself.
“I sincerely hope you’re right, Paleface,” he said with a forced bit of
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humor in his voice. “I’d welcome the attention.”
“Any man would,” Brandon said. His eyes had a fire in them when
he spoke.
Sandra felt his lecherous stare upon her. She wrapped one hand upon
her shoulder and placed the other over her churning stomach. Chuck
noticed her discomfort and connected it to Brandon. His protective
nature took hold and he stepped between Brandon and Sandra.
“How about coming out and giving me a leg up onto the roof,” Chuck
said.
“Onto the roof?” Brandon asked.
“Someone should take first watch,” Chuck explained. “With no
windows on this car aside from the tiny door windows, the roof is the
best vantage point.”
“What makes you so sure I’m giving you first watch?” Sgt. Jackson
chimed in.
“You and Fox are plum wore out,” Chuck said. “Dooley and I have
the only other guns and that scatter gun only has two shots and won’t be
much use from that roof.”
“Not with me firing it, leastways,” Dooley observed meekly.
“So,” Chuck concluded, “that leaves me. “Besides, I’ve already eaten
and there’s some food over there for you and Fox.”
“I can help you up there.” Brandon offered. He snatched up his pickaxe and headed for the door. “We best get going before we have
company.”
“We shouldn’t count on my gun,” Fox said, as he watched Chuck
unlock the door. “I emptied it getting back here.”
“You managed to save your own skin,” Chuck said quietly, as he
clutched the door handle.
“Is that supposed to mean something?” Fox said.
“You turned and ran instead of brining Pa back a doctor!” Chuck said
angrily.
“There were near half a dozen of them out there!” Fox said. “If I’d
have tried to push on they’d have gotten me and the horse!”
“So your yellow hide turned tail and ran!” Chuck accused him.
“I figured that horse is the only hope we’d have of riding out for help
again in the morning!” Fox said in his own defense.
“And Fox is the only one besides myself who can ride him,” Sandra
added.
“I suppose,” Chuck said as he lowered his head and his voice. He
pulled the door open. “Pa’s got some more bullets on his gun belt. Help
yourself. It’s what you’re best at.” He exited the car without another
word. Brandon followed closely behind him.
Jackson locked the door behind them and Fox headed for the sick old
man. He lowered the blanket that was covering the old man and began
to slide the bullets from his belt.
“I don’t blame him,” Fox said. “He’s worried about his father and

maybe I could have done more. I could have tried.”
“There was nothing you could have done,” Sandra said. She rushed
to Fox’s side and took his arm. “You were brave enough to go out alone.
Brave enough to come back to us instead of just riding off in any
direction that got you away from that band of savages.”
“But I wasn’t brave enough to continue on and get this man help.”
“From the sound of it you were lucky to even make it back here,”
Dooley said. “You’d have been no good to us dead and are much more
useful to us on this train car tonight than you would have been if you had
sought the safety of some cave.”
“You can decide about that in the morning,” Fox said, as he swung
the newly loaded pistol shut. “If we’re still alive.” He pulled the
remaining bullets from the sleeping man’s belt and slid them into his
pocket. He then covered Mr. Smith with the blanket.
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Outside, Brandon and Chuck were trying to decide on the best
footholds to use in order to get Chuck onto the roof. They stood on the
small platform and looked up at the train car. The roof jutted out nearly
a foot over the door, making a difficult climb from the doorway and
window, but there was a railing on the platform that might be useful.
“I could punch some holes in the side with this,” Brandon said,
holding the pick up proudly.
“No,” Chuck said. “No more holes. That defeats the purpose of
having a safe place to spend the night.”
“Well, you can swing up from that railing,” Brandon offered.
Chuck looked over at a train car that was turned on its side and torn to
pieces. Huge wooden planks jutted from its side. The young cowhand
climbed down and marched over to the damaged car. It was little more
than a pile of wood.
“Maybe you can do some busting up after all,” Chuck suggested.
“Break me off a solid board from this mess and we can build a ramp
from the broken window to the platform railing.”
Brandon saluted and walked over to the wreckage with a determined
gait. He raised the pick-axe over his head and with two powerful swings
he managed to splinter away a long, thick board.
“Will that do, boss?” Brandon asked smugly.
Chuck pushed his hat back on his head. “That’ll do nicely, I reckon.”
The two men dragged the wooden plank from the wreckage and
headed back to the cargo car. Both paused when they heard the howl of
a coyote.
“Just a coyote,” Brandon said quietly.
“You don’t suppose it could have been that dog-man Fox
mentioned?” Chuck whispered.
“I guess it could be,” Brandon said. “You’ll be able to see better once

you’re on that roof.”
Both men hurried toward the cargo car.
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The group saw the plank of wood jut in through the window. Jackson
watched through the opening as Chuck marched up the makeshift ramp
toward the roof.
“Well, I’ll be,” Jackson said. “Those two fellows are pretty clever.”
He rejoined Fox near the fire and took some more food, confident that
they’d be safe for awhile now that they had a gun on the roof.
The thumping of Chuck’s boots echoed through the car as he crossed
to the center of the roof. All eyes turned up as they followed the sound.
The board slid out from the window.
“Better get ready on that lock to let young Brandon in,” Jackson said
with a mouth full of food.
Dooley obeyed and walked over to the door. He peered out the
window but didn’t see anyone.
“He’s not there,” Dooley said.
Suddenly Chucked cried out. Some shots were fired and the sound of
a body hitting the dirt outside thundered through the air. The howl of a
coyote followed and suddenly Brandon was pounding on the door and
crying out in fear.
“Let me in!” he called. “For God’s sake, let me in!”
Dooley fumbled with the lock and pulled the door open to let Brandon
inside. The frightened young man burst into the car. He pushed the door
closed behind him and leaned his back against it. Brandon wash shaking
like a nervous rabbit and his eyes were wide.
“What happened?” Sandra asked.
“There was one on the roof!” Brandon explained frantically. “He
attacked Chuck! Threw him to the ground!”
“Where were you?!” Jackson demanded. He looked at Brandon’s
empty hands. “And where is your pick-axe?”
“I was checking under the car,” Brandon explained. “Before I knew it
that thing had tossed Chuck off the roof!”
“And the pick?” Fox demanded.
“I guess I dropped it when Chuck landed on me,” Brandon said. He
dropped to his knees and lowered his head.
Fox ran to the door.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Jackson asked.
“To get Chuck,” Fox said. “He’ll need help.”
“Ain’t no helping him,” Brandon said, as he reached up and grabbed
Fox’s arm.
“How can you be sure?” Fox demanded.
“He was dead before he hit the ground,” Brandon said softly. His
eyes darted toward Sandra. “I’m sorry you have to hear this, ma’am, but
his throat was torn out. I think that dog-man used his teeth.”
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“Could have been him,” Fox said. “He was wearing boots when I saw
him, but if he took those off he could have moved pretty quietly on that
roof.”
Jackson stood over the kneeling figure of Brandon. He swatted the
young man’s shoulder. “Do you know the damage that creature can do
to this car with that pick-axe?!”
“I know,” Brandon said.
“Didn’t I tell you, all of you, not to lose your weapons?” Jackson
said. “Where’s Chuck’s gun?”
“He was just lying there with his throat torn out,” Brandon said
blankly. “I dropped the pick-axe when he hit me. I just ran off without
thinking. I couldn’t look at him lying there all bloody and broken.”
“We’re down a gun too!” Jackson shouted. “Let’s pray they don’t
find that.”
Jackson crouched down and tried to look Brandon in the eyes.
“Where did the gun land?”
Brandon shook his head.
“You didn’t see it? Was it still in Chuck’s hand?”
Again, Brandon silently shook his head.
Jackson straightened up. He paced to a corner and rubbed his chin.
“Hopefully it fell on the roof.”
“I didn’t hear anything fall except Chuck’s body into the dirt,”
Dooley interjected.
“Well, let’s hope they don’t find it in the dark,” Jackson said. “The
pick-axe is going to cause enough trouble.”
He slapped his hands together and headed for the broken window.
“Okay, no more men on the roof,” Jackson said. “We’ll just have to
wait for them to come to us. Dooley, take that scatter gun and get over
to the other door. Brandon, you pull yourself together and grab the
shovel from what’s left of the tools.”
Brandon looked over at the shovel and large wrench. His eyes turned
to Fox and the pitchfork. “What about the pitchfork the Indian is
carrying?” he argued. “He’s got a gun now.”
“You’ve lost one weapon already,” Jackson said. “You’ll make
do with the wrench or shovel. Fox, give the pitchfork to the young
lady.”
Sandra looked up at the weapon reluctantly. She cautiously took
it into her hands.
“You’re the only one the old man has to look out for him now,”
Sgt. Jackson said. “You just stay by him and keep that fork out in front
of you. We’ll try to make sure you don’t need to use it.”
Fox looked into her eyes and smiled. He nodded his head at her
and sauntered over to Jackson. “Where do you want me?”
“Right here by me,” Jackson said. “Back me up if they hit this door
first.” He turned his head toward Brandon. “You go over by Dooley. If
anything reaches through that window while he’s reloading that shotgun

you pound on it.”
Brandon picked up the shovel and took his post by Dooley’s side.
They waited.
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The long minutes seemed to crawl by without a sound or movement
from outside. Sandra was still sitting in the corner next to Mr. Smith.
She dreaded him awakening and asking after his son. She didn’t want to
be the one to have to give him the news. She hated the idea of the old
man holding on to life in order to save his son from feeling the guilt of
letting him die and then waking up just to find out that Chuck was lost to
him. Sandra almost wished for something to happen just to free her from
the horrible thoughts running through her head. The silence was terrible.
The stillness was torture. She concentrated on the flames of the small
fire to occupy her mind.
Fox struggled to see over Sgt. Jackson’s shoulder. He stood reed
straight and stretched his neck. It was becoming too dark to see more
than a few inches beyond the window now that the fire down track had
burnt itself out.
“Looks like the fire has gone out,” Fox pointed out.
“Looks like,” Jackson agreed. “A good thing too. If it had jumped
from car to car we’d have had to abandon our little shelter here.”
“I wouldn’t want to have to make a run for the rocks in this
darkness,” Fox admitted. “Especially having to carry an injured man.”
Jackson glanced backward at Sandra and Mr. Smith. He lowered his
voice to a tight whisper. “I don’t think we’ll have to worry about that in
another hour or so.”
“He seems a tough old bird to me,” Fox whispered back.
“I’m sure he is, but look at how he’s sweating. I never did expect him
to make it through the night.”
Fox stood silently and looked down at his boots.
“Don’t fret over it, Fox,” Jackson said sympathetically. “Even if you
had gotten through, it wouldn’t have made a difference to that old man.
Your being here tonight may be the difference for the rest of us.”
“Let’s hope so. I’m glad to have the extra help of Brandon. He
seems a capable man.”
Sgt. Jackson twitched his head to indicate Fox should move in closer.
The sergeant continued to look out the window as he spoke in a low
whisper. “Do we really have his help?”
“What do you mean,” Fox whispered back.
“Something doesn’t seem right about his being here.”
“His story does explain the landslide.”
“It would, if an explosion had set that landslide in motion.”
“Didn’t it?”
“You rode through that pass. Did you see any scorch marks? Any
sign at all of an explosion big enough to have come from a full case of
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nitro?”
“No, I didn’t. But I wasn’t looking for any such sign.”
“Well, I did look for signs of what happened, when I climbed up that
pile of rubble. I wanted to know if we should be expecting robbers or an
ambush of some other kind.”
“You think Brandon might have caused the landslide on purpose? To
rob the train?”
“I didn’t see any sign that a person caused the landslide. An
avalanche like that, through a pass that had been cleared by digging and
blasting a long time ago, could happen naturally. If the train caused a
vibration coming up the track or a big herd passed too closely to it that
could have shook loose one big boulder that started the whole thing in
motion.”
“Then where did Brandon come from? He couldn’t be one of the
railroad workers. Dooley would have known him. All of the passengers
were in the same car we were and the only people on board were your
soldiers and the –“
Fox’s voice trailed off as he made the connection.
“My cargo,” Jackson confirmed.
“Surely you’d recognize him!”
“By the time I got to him he had busted up his face in that accident. I
hadn’t looked at any of those crazies too closely to begin with. I
wouldn’t know it if I tripped over one of them in civilian clothes.”
Fox slowly turned to look across the car at Dooley and Brandon, who
were still guarding the other door. Brandon caught his eye.
“You see anything?” Brandon whispered across the car.
Fox silently shook his head.
Dooley stood like a stone statue at his post. He saw nothing but the
deep dark shadows cast by the faint moonlight. He concentrated on any
movement he could see. Listened for any sound. He silently prayed that
they made it through the night without needing to fight. He secretly
thought it would be easier to just have the fighting start now, so they
could get it over with. He’d rather be firing the gun than standing there
waiting to see any glimpse of white.
“What was that?” Brandon whispered in his ear.
Dooley twitched as if a mosquito was pestering him. He turned
his eyes toward Brandon. The young man was staring intently out the
window.
“That! Right there!” he insisted, pointing his finger toward the
darkness directly outside.
Dooley squinted his eyes. He saw nothing, but stillness and
shadows.
“I don’t see anything,” Dooley explained. “There’s nothing out
th-“
He was interrupted when Brandon shouted again, “Right there!”
Without thinking, Dooley fired. The buckshot from his coach
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gun shattered the remaining window. The muzzle flash was blinding and
the echo was so loud within the car that the entire group heard nothing
but a ringing in their ears for a few long moments. Jackson and Fox both
swung in the direction of Dooley’s shot. They turned and saw the short
porter rubbing his ear with his eyes closed tightly shut. Brandon was
now closer to the window and peering out into the darkness.
Jackson signaled for Fox to take the watch at their post. Fox
complied and Jackson marched over to the other door. He pushed
Brandon aside and glanced outside. He waited for the ringing to stop in
his own ears and then put his hand on Dooley’s shoulder.
Dooley looked up and saw the sergeant standing over him. He
watched Jackson’s lips move, but didn’t hear anything. He shook his
head and pointed to his ear. Jackson was shouting at him by this point
and he could barely make out what he said over the ringing in his head.
“What the HELL happened?!” Jackson asked again.
“I’m not sure,” Dooley shouted back, unaware that he was
speaking so loudly.
“Why did you fire?” Jackson demanded. “I don’t see anything.”
“Neither did I,” Dooley admitted, “but Brandon saw it.”
“You fired blind?”
“He saw something out there. I figured with the shotgun I was
bound to hit it.”
“That was a very poor assumption, Mr. Dooley.”
“Want me to take over the shotgun?” Brandon offered, with a
smile on his face.
“That won’t be necessary,” Jackson said. He looked to Dooley,
“Mr. Dooley, you take back-up with Fox. Young Brandon and I will
keep watch here.”
Fox didn’t look very happy to have Dooley standing behind him
with the shotgun. He looked down at the huge barrels pointed toward
the floor.
“Did you fire both barrels?” Fox asked.
“I reckon I did,” Dooley said.
“You’ll need to reload then,” Fox pointed out.
“Ah, yes,” Dooley said. He breached the barrels and burnt his
fingertips pulling out the empty shells. They made a hollow sound as
they hit the floor. Dooley fumbled around in his pocket to retrieve the
box of ammunition he had squirreled away earlier. He spilled several
shells on the floor and had quite a time gathering them up. It was a long
few moments before he had the gun reloaded and closed again. He
dropped the extra shells he had into his vest pocket.
Dooley tapped Fox on the shoulder.
“Yes,” Fox asked.
“All loaded,” Dooley said, holding the shotgun up proudly.
Fox turned slightly and saw that Dooley was presenting the front
of the gun to him directly under his nose.
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“Could you point that at the floor?” Fox asked. “Or the ceiling,
whichever is easier, just until you need it?”
“Of course,” Dooley said. He looked a bit embarrassed as he
pulled the gun in closer to his body with the barrels pointed up.
“Be careful now, everyone,” Jackson stated from across the car.
“That little incident left us blind and open for a minute or so.”
They all stood quietly listening for any sound. Sandra thought
she heard something pass beneath her feet. It sounded like the scraping
of metal across metal. She stared at the floor. Sweat formed on her
forehead as she began to picture the possible causes.
“Sergeant,” she whispered. “Sgt. Jackson?”
“Yes, Miss?” he asked, without turning around to look at her.
“I think something is beneath me,” she explained with a nervous
crack in her voice. “I can hear something moving beneath me.”
Jackson risked a momentary look away from the window. He put
his hand up to indicate that everyone should be quite.
A scraping like metal against metal sounded from directly
beneath Mr. Smith’s makeshift bed.
“Don’t worry,” he said in a reassuring tone. “Even with the pickaxe they probably won’t be able to get enough of a swing from under the
car. They’ll need to come at us from the doors.”
Suddenly there was a loud cracking noise and the box covering
the hole that Brandon had made earlier shook. Jackson ran toward the
crate and toppled it over. He ripped the blanket away just in time to see
the head of the pick-axe push through.
“Unless they have a ready made hole to work from!” Jackson
shouted as he brought the rifle up to his shoulder.
The metal tool twisted like a pry bar and a huge chunk of the
floor board fell away.
“What’s happening?” Mr. Smith asked as he slowly regained
consciousness. “What’s going on?”
Sandra got to her feet and took hold of the man’s hand to calm
him. At the same time Jackson fired a series of shots to the spot he
guessed the invader must be.
Silence.
All eyes remained on the gaping hole in the floor.
“Everything is okay, Mr. Smith,” Sandra tried to say calmly.
“Where’s Chuck?” Mr. Smith asked without lifting his head. “Is
Chuck okay?”
Sandra’s mouth hung open while she tried to think of the words.
A howling noise came from outside of the window where Fox
was stationed. He spun to look back out the window, but could see
nothing. Then a thumping hit the opposite door. Jackson pushed passed
Brandon to see what had made the noise. Just as he put his face to the
window, a rock flew at him from out of the darkness. It struck the
sergeant in the nose and flung him from his feet. Blood poured down his

face.
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Sandra screamed. Two fat hands burst into the car through the
hole in the floor. With the mass of his incredible weight, the fat man
tore the boards from underneath Mr. Smith’s bed. Sandra felt the old
man’s hand slip from hers as he fell screaming through the floor. She
dropped to her knees and looked down through the hole. She saw Mr.
Smith’s legs kicking as he was dragged into the darkness.
“Chuck!” he called out as he disappeared.
“Someone do something!” Sandra cried out.
Dooley pointed the shotgun at the floor. Fox stepped in and
stopped him from firing.
“You might hit Mr. Smith!” he shouted.
“Mr. Dooley!” Sgt. Jackson shouted as he got to his feet. His
voice was nasally and congested and he was holding a hand over his
bloody, broken nose. “Would you please stop firing blind?”
Dooley looked down at his feet.
Sandra was crying. Fox stared at her helplessly. He walked over
and pulled her further from the hole in the floor.
“He’s dead!” she cried out. “Dead!”
“He’s with his son now,” Fox explained sympathetically.
Brandon laughed. Fox and Jackson scowled at him. Dooley was
too terrified to notice.
“You find humor in this?” Fox asked. “In this woman’s pain? In
the death of these men?”
“No,” Brandon said. He still had a chuckle in his voice. “It’s
just, you don’t really believe that horseshit about them being together, do
you?”
“It is what I was taught,” Fox said firmly. “It is what I believe.”
“I’m sorry,” Brandon said, “but dead is dead.”
“Discuss philosophy in the morning, gentlemen,” Jackson
interjected. “Tonight, assume this is the only life you’ve got and try not
lose it.”
A loud thundering noise rang out as something shook the door
closest to Fox. Dooley screamed. He turned toward the door and shot.
A huge hole exploded through the wood. It shook again as something hit
it hard. Dooley fired again. A third hit caused the door to fall from the
hinges. It crashed inwards and revealed that it had been battered down
with the dead body of Mr. Smith. His back was riddled with buckshot
and wooden splinters.
“Damn it, man!” Jackson shouted. He snatched the gun from
Dooley and thrust it out toward Fox. “Load this and hang onto to it!”
Fox slipped the pistol into his belt and took possession of the
shotgun. Dooley gladly handed over the spare shells.
“Did I kill him?” Dooley asked Fox meekly.
“I don’t think so,” Fox said. “I think you shot a dead man.”
“What will I defend myself with?” Dooley asked.
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Jackson pointed to the wrench.
“Right," Dooley said, picking up the blunt weapon. “And I
always have my Derringer.”
“Show that gun in front me and I’ll shove it up your britches!”
Jackson said.
“Noted, sir,” Dooley said.
“Brandon,” Jackson requested, “would you mind getting that
body out of here?”
“Gladly,” Brandon said.
He easily lifted Mr. Smith’s corpse and tossed it over the railing
of the train car.
Sandra was weeping and staring at the hole in the floor. She
picked up her satchel and clutched it as if it was the most important thing
in her life. The pitchfork lay on the floor at her side.
“Between that door and the hole in the floor we’re sitting ducks!”
complained Jackson.
“I’ve got an idea!” Brandon said brandishing his shovel. He
headed to the toolbox full of burning coals and scooped some out. He
walked over the toppled door and tossed the glowing embers into the dirt
outside.
“Not a bad idea,” Jackson said. “At least our open side won’t be
blind.”
Brandon winked as he got another scoopful of coals. He repeated
the action several times until he could see for a few yards all around the
platform.
Jackson stepped out onto the platform and looked at the
makeshift perimeter. “Now we’ll see them coming!”
A shot rang out and Jackson fell to his knees. Fox ran out toward
him but another shot hit his shoulder and knocked him down. Jackson
struggled to his feet and turned his rifle in the direction of the shots. He
realized that with the light of the coals he was illuminated, but that his
shooter was now in the total protection of the deep shadows beyond the
embers.
I’ve been had!
It was the last thought to pass through his mind before another
shot flew through his chest. His heart exploded with the impact and
blood pumped from his chest and flowed up out of his gaping mouth. As
he fell down the stairs of the platform Jackson managed to fire the rifle
twice. He died before his body hit the dirt.
“Jackson!” Fox cried out.
Before he could run to check on his fallen friend the shovel came
down hard upon his head. He fell unconscious onto the floor of the train
car. Dooley stared at Brandon in disbelief. He pulled the Derringer
from his vest.
“Don’t hesitate this time, Mr. Dooley,” Brandon said with a
smile. “You can actually see me. You know what you’re shooting at for
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a change.”
Dooley fired. The bullet struck Brandon in the stomach. He
flinched, but showed no other sign of pain.
“You just had the one bullet left,” Brandon said. “Isn’t that
right?”
He grasped the shovel with both hands, swung it backwards and
then thrust it forwards into Dooley’s ribs. The porter let out a squeal.
Brandon pushed the shovel in deeper. He twisted it a little and Dooley
made a gurgling noise and looked down at his wound with disbelief.
Blood and foam bubbled from his mouth. Dooley’s feet left the ground
as Brandon used the shovel to lift him into the air. He sauntered to the
door and threw the shovel and Dooley’s body out into the darkness. He
whistled as if calling a dog and Sandra cringed as she heard the sound of
the other patients converging on Dooley’s body. The night air was filled
with howling, groaning, and crunching noises.
Brandon turned and faced Sandra. He smiled at her.
“No scream?” he asked.
“No point in it,” she said.
He pressed in closer to her. He leaned the weight of his body
against her and pinned her to the wall. Brandon bent down and picked
up the pitchfork. He presented it to her.
“Want this?” he said.
She stared at it suspiciously.
“No?” he asked. He tossed the tool aside.
“You make this too easy,” Brandon smiled.
“Things are rarely as easy as you think,” Sandra said confidently.
Before he knew what she meant Brandon felt two powerful hands
drop down upon his shoulders. He was flung across the car and tripped
over the hot tool box. He fell to the floor and his head hit the far wall.
Fox was standing between him and Sandra.
Fox was breathing like an angry animal. His arms were out at his
sides, ready to ward off an attack. His face was red and twisted into a
mask of rage.
“We should go,” Sandra suggested.
Fox just nodded and took her hand. He pulled her toward the
door. They stepped over the unmoving legs of Brandon. Before they got
onto the platform a long, hairy arm reached in from above the door. It
grabbed Fox by the throat. Sandra gasped.
Fox was enraged. He took a firm hold of his attacker’s wrist with
both hands and twisted his body at the waist. The ape-man slid from the
roof and tumbled onto the platform. He lost his grip on Fox and looked
up at him very surprised. Fox marched up to him and kicked out his
booted foot. His heel struck the ape-man in the eye and popped it into a
mess of blood and flesh. The ape-man cried out in pain and toppled
backwards over the railing into the dirt.
Fox took Sandra’s hand once again and led her out into the night.
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He took her down the stairs. Before he got two steps, he felt a meaty
hand reach out and squeeze his ankle. He looked down and saw the fat
man trying to pull him to ground. Without a second thought, Fox pulled
the revolver from his belt and pressed it against the forehead of the fatman. One shot put the creeping mass of blubber out of its misery.
Sandra was shocked at this new violent streak she saw in Fox, but
at the same time she was glad for it. There were still several more
savages to deal with and Fox seemed ready to dispatch with them all.
A small figure in a white nightshirt scurried across their path.
Sandra jumped and clutched Fox’s arm. She still held her bag in the
other hand. Fox trained his pistol on the last place he saw the dog-man
disappear into the shadows.
“I wonder if I should go back and get the shotgun,” Fox
suggested.
“Oh, no,” Sandra said quietly. “Don’t go back in there. Not with
him.”
Fox felt cold when she said it like that. He felt like a coward not
going back and he knew that taking the risk would just leave her
undefended. He wished she had more faith in him, but he was glad that
she had more sense than he did.
With a growl and a scream the dog-man leapt from the shadows
and knocked Fox to the ground. His pistol slid out into the sand. The
two of them rolled into the semicircle of coals which were still glowing
enough to shed some light.
The dog-man wasn’t very big. Fox outweighed him by at least
twenty pounds and he used that to his advantage. He got to his feet
while maintaining a grip on the wiry man’s shirt. He lifted the dog-man
over his head and threw him against the platform of the freight car.
The dog-man yelped and the metal railing clanged. The little
man fell into the dirt and lay there twitching. Fox walked toward
Sandra. He bent down and picked up his gun on the way. He heard
footsteps in the gravel behind him. He could see the look in Sandra’s
eyes that someone was behind him. Fox judged from her gaze that it was
a taller man, so he turned with his gun aimed at waist level. It would
have been too high to hit the dog-man, but when he fired the bullet
struck the ape in the center of his stomach.
The belly wound made the hairy man double over.
Fox looked down at the gun and slid it back into his belt.
“What are you doing?” Sandra asked.
“Saving ammunition,” Fox said sternly.
He marched over to the cringing ape-man and grabbed him under
the chin with one hand and at the back of his head with the other. A
quick spin of the man’s head cracked his neck and he fell dead. Fox
looked down at the body. He slapped his hands together to get the dust
off of them. He then rubbed his hands on his jeans and turned toward
Sandra.
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“Shall we go?” he asked.
Fear washed over her face.
Fox turned to see Brandon standing on the platform. He put his
hands up.
“You dropped something,” Brandon said. He was holding the
shotgun in his hands.
“I should have gone back for it,” Fox it.
Brandon fired. The pellets ripped into Fox’s chest and the force
sent him flying backwards. He landed yards away. His shirt was
covered in blood and he was surrounded by a cloud of dust.
Sandra cried out. Brandon turned on her. “Don’t be that way,
sweetie. He wasn’t your type anyway.”
Brandon climbed down the stairs and crouched over dog-man. He
rubbed the strange little man’s belly and spoke to him with an
encouraging voice.
“C’mon, fella,” he said. “Rise and shine.”
The dog-man looked up at him with a whine.
“Get up!” Brandon shouted.
Dog-man forced himself to his feet and panted like a happy
puppy.
Brandon pointed at Fox and commanded, “Fetch!”
The dog-man barked and ran off toward Fox. Sandra watched as
dog-man used his mouth to take hold of Fox’s shirt collar and dragged
him off into the shadows.
“Go. Play,” Brandon said joyfully.
Sandra began to sob. When Brandon turned back to her he could
see the cannibal was sniffing her hair. Brandon straightened up. He
stepped closer to Sandra.
“Get away from her,” he said calmly. “She’s not food. Go share
the meat with the coyote.” He indicated the direction the dog-man had
disappeared in.
The cannibal grabbed Sandra’s hair and wrapped it around her
hand. She pulled on it until Sandra cried out in pain. Brandon marched
closer.
“Get your dirty hands off of her!” he demanded.
The cannibal snarled back him and then cried out like a banshee
and showed her sharpened, rotting teeth. Brandon didn’t respond.
Instead he raised the shotgun to her chin, cocked the hammer and fired it.
The resulting explosion spread her brains and skull fragments all over
the desert floor.
Brandon tossed the empty gun aside. He looked Sandra in the
eye.
“I never did have control over her like the others,” he explained.
“It was easier to organize these people than you might think.”
Sandra clutched her bag in front of her body. Brandon snatched it
away and threw it into the dirt. He leaned into her face. Grasping her
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shoulders he lifted her slightly from the ground.
“How about a little kiss?” he said.
Sandra struggled to break free. Brandon just squeezed her harder.
She finally managed to get one of her hands high enough to reach his
face. He leaned in with his lips puckered and his eyes closed and didn’t
notice what she was doing until her fingernails pierced his wounded
flesh.
Brandon’s eyes went wide and he cursed as he pushed Sandra away.
She stumbled backwards and fell into the dirt. She had the bloody
bandage in her hand. Flesh from Brandon’s face hung from her
fingernails.
With a loud growl he charged at her. He picked her up and flung her
around so that she landed near the burning coals. She struggled to get up
on one elbow. She glanced over at her satchel that lay only a few yards
away.
Brandon stalked toward her. He bent down over her and looked her
in the eye.
She examined his battered and bloody face. Her body began to
shake. Sandra reached up as if to touch him. She couldn’t believe her
eyes.
“It can’t be!” she sobbed. “You’re….you’re…”
“Dead?” Brandon asked. “Is that what Daddy told you?”
“Brian!” she shouted hysterically. “You’re dead! You’re dead!”
“They couldn’t keep us apart,” Brian, formerly Brandon, said.
“Not with you carrying my baby.”
“God, no!”
“Daddy wrote me off as dead when Momma died, but being
locked in a room in the attic was worse than being dead.”
Sandra kept crying and squealing.
“I was alone. Alone except for you little sister. All because I
killed some animals. Farmers kill animals every day!”
“You mutilated them!”
“What’s the difference?”
“And then what you tried to do to Mother!”
“I wasn’t allowed around proper women! A man has needs!”
He took Sandra’s wrist and she felt as if it would snap in his tight
grip.
“That’s what killed Mother. You killed her!”
“She was weak. She died because she was weak.”
“She died because she couldn’t face what you were. What you
had become.”
“And Daddy swore he’d kill me, but he didn’t. He locked me
away! But he couldn’t keep me away from you.”
“It was you? How did I never suspect it was you?”
“Daddy had already told you I was dead. I had a corn sack over
my head, so you never saw me, but I had hoped you’d recognize me,
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little sister. My feelings were hurt.”
“How could you do that to me?”
“I told you! A man has needs! Locked up like that I had no
other choice!”
He calmed his voice down and loosened his grip on her wrist. He
lowered his hand to her belly. He stroked her dress gently.
“Besides, now we can start a family,” he said. “A proper family
without secrets and scandals.”
“How do you know?” Sandra sobbed.
“Daddy told me before he shipped me off to the doctors. Unlike
you, he knew exactly who was responsible.”
His face contorted into a snarl.
“The Doctors!” he spat. “He thought they could fix me. He
didn’t have the heart to kill me, but he told everyone else I was dead. He
told me I was lost to him when Momma died.”
Brian got to his feet. His rage was growing as he spoke of what
had happened. “He told me I was going to be a father and then took it
away from me! Took you away from me!” He looked down at Sandra.
“But now we can be together. All three of us.”
Sandra kicked her foot out and her boot heel smashed Brian’s
testicles into his body. He felt as if he would throw up as he gasped for
air and stumbled a few steps backwards.
Sandra began to crawl through the dirt. She pulled her body
forward with her hands clutching at the dirt. She headed straight for her
satchel.
Brian composed himself. He took a deep breath and turned to
face her better.
“That was pointless!” he shouted. “There’s nobody left to rescue
you. Not even your Indian!”
Sandra reached the bag and opened it. She slid her hand inside.
She could hear Brian’s feet walking toward her on the gravel.
“I don’t need anyone to rescue me!” she informed him. Her hand
found what it was searching for inside of the satchel.
Brian stopped short as she turned on him with a double barrel
musket in her hand.
“Where did you get that antique?” Brian asked.
“Daddy gave it to me,” she smiled. “It’s a gift for Uncle Ted.”
“That old thing was Granddad’s. It won’t even fire. It’s
probably not even loaded.”
“Granddad took good care of it. I’m sure Daddy did too. He said
it’s very valuable, but no, he didn’t give it to me loaded.”
Brian smiled and took a step toward her. She cocked the
hammers back. He smirked and took another step. Fire flew from the
left barrel as she pulled one of the triggers. Brian covered his face as a
thick metal ball tore through his through his arm.
“I loaded it myself at the station after I saw you get on the train.”
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Brian held his injured arm. “You recognized me?”
“No, but you had an evil enough glint in your eye for a woman
who has lived as I have to know well enough to load her gun.”
“I’ll be dammed,” Brian said.
“I expect so,” Sandra said, as she took aim and pulled the other
trigger.
This time the lead ball made a path through the center of his
throat. It exploded out of the back of his neck leaving a hole so big his
head nearly fell off. Brain clutched both hands to his bleeding wound so
that it looked like he was strangling himself. He fell to his knees and
gurgled as he struggled to breathe.
Sandra got to her feet and walked over to him. She bent down
close so that she could look her tormentor directly in the eye. She
watched with pleasure as he tried to speak, but only blood and spit came
out of his mouth and the hole in his neck.
“Good-bye, Brian,” Sandra said smugly. “I do hope they let
Mother spit on you before you go to Hell.”
He fell forwards into the sand and pebbles. The ground turned
red with his blood and Sandra realized that she could see it all
happening. The sun was rising. It was morning.
The sound of a yelping dog was music to her ears. She saw the
dog-man scurry by and run off behind one of the train cars. Blood was
dripping from his backside.
She ran in the direction he had come from and found Fox laying
in some weeds. Sandra rushed to his side.
“He dragged me in here to bury me like a bone,” Fox said
breathlessly.
“I saw him run off,” Sandra said. “What did you do to him?”
“I bit him,” Fox said. He began to laugh, but then started
coughing.
“You’re hurt,” Sandra said, tearing his bloody shirt open to
inspect his wounds. “You were shot. It’s a miracle you’re not dead.”
“Not a miracle,” Fox said shaking his head. “Someone did rob
the railroad.”
“I don’t understand,” she said.
“Someone must’ve borrowed some shotgun shells.”
Sandra saw the pellets in Fox’s chest. Most were on the surface
of his skin. They were small and hadn’t penetrated very far.
“I guess they replaced the buckshot with birdshot,” he laughed.
He cringed a bit as he did and began to cough again. “Still hurts
though.”
Sandra helped him to his feet. He was unsteady on his feet and
had lost a lot of blood.
“You’re a lucky man,” Sandra said.
“Lucky to have this time with you,” Fox said, “but I’m not too
hopeful I’ll make it out of here without a horse.”

“I’ll go find Thunderbolt,” Sandra said. “I’m sure he didn’t wander
far.”
As they crossed the tracks to the other side of the wreckage they
heard the familiar call of a bugle. The two of them began to laugh
hysterically as they looked up and saw a team of horses thundering
toward them. At the head of the group was Thunderbolt. His white body
was covered in bandages and a Calvary blanket hung over his back.
They slowed to a trot as they approached Fox and Sandra.
Thunderbolt nuzzled against Sandra with his nose and she began to cry
tears of joy.
“Is this magnificent animal yours, Madam?” The Calvary Captain
asked.
“This is my horse, Thunderbolt,” Sandra said between laughs.
“Yesterday I would have laughed at that name for a horse, but
once we’d dressed the wounds on this fellow we could hardly keep up
with him,” the Captain said.
“What made you follow him?” Fox asked.
“Sir, when a wounded horse insists you follow him at three
o’clock in the morning and continues to insist for an hour, you follow
him!”
Sandra laughed again.
“We figured there must be someone in desperate need for the
horse to come into our camp and cause the ruckus he did.”
The captain looked at Fox. “Medic!” he called. Another Cavalry man
came riding over. “Tend to this man!”
The captain turned toward Sandra. “Any other survivors?”
“I certainly hope not,” she said. “But, if you find a man wearing
a white nightshirt, boots and barking like a dog, shoot him.”
THE END
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